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Abstract
Scholars, including Robert Fallon and Wilfred Mellers, understand Olivier Messiaen’s Quatour
pour la fin du Temps through the lens of war and captivity. Written during Messiaen’s
imprisonment in the German prisoner of war camp Stalag VIII A during World War II, Quatour
portrays the biblical “end of time” described in the book of Revelations. Messiaen drew
connections between Quatour and the apocalypse with references to the angel of the apocalypse,
the abyss, and the end of time. Messiaen, along with Étienne Pasquier, Jean Le Boulaire, and
Henri Akoka premiered Quatour on January, 15th 1941, for their fellow prisoners and guards in
Stalag VIII A. In the brutal cold of winter, they played on broken instruments, with little light,
and in ragged clothes. Given the conditions in which Messiaen completed the work, one can
easily draw a connection between Messiaen’s imprisonment and Quatour. As a result, scholars
like Fallon and Mellers claim that Messiaen wrote this work in response to the atrocities of war
and as a commentary on his own confinement. When asked in an interview with Antoine Goléa
about the inspiration for the piece, Messiaen denied any association with the war. Instead, he
responded,
I would say that I composed the quartet in order to escape from the snow, the war,
captivity, and myself. The greatest benefit I gained from it was that, in the midst of threehundred thousand prisoners, I was probably the only one who was free.1
In the same interview with Goléa, Messiaen went on to clarify the references to the end of time
in the title of the work. Instead of a comparison to World War II as the “end of times”, Messiaen
meant to illustrate the end of musical time, as well as the end of time as the beginning of eternity
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in heaven. In her book The Musical Legacy of Wartime France, Leslie Sprout clarifies this
statement with a reference to Messiaen’s interview with Goléa. She states,
When Goléa asked him about the talk he gave to his fellow prisoners, Messiaen
responded that he made sure to clarify that the reference to the end of time in the title was
not to be understood as the passing of time in captivity, but the abolition of the time that
the Apocalypse would bring. If there was any play on words, he continued, it was a
purely symbolic evocation of musical construction, that is, a reference to his abolition of
a regular pulse and experimentation with irregular rhythmic durations in the Quartet.2
Sprout strengthens her argument with references to the wartime works of Jovilét, Goué, and
Damaise that actively and intentionally “conveyed the pain and tedium of exile.3” She asserts
that, compared to the works of these other captured composers, the message of Messiaen’s
Quatour seems detached from the war. Furthermore, Sprout provides commentary on the poor
reception of Quatour to the Paris audiences compared to that of Damais’ O Nuit and Jolivet’s
Trois complaints. She states that the audience at the Paris premiere failed to make a connection
between Quatour and Messiaen’s captivity. Instead, Messiaen’s preconcert discussion about the
religious symbolism of eternity turned the work into a discussion on the “relationship between
the religious sentiments expressed in the texts and their musical “illustrations” in the Quartet.”4
Thus, Quatour lacks the incorporation of Messiaen’s personal experiences and, in turn, cannot
express his experiences in Stalag VIII A.
In opposition to Leslie Sprout, Robert Fallon describes Messiaen’s works as intentionally
responsive to the world around him. His article “Birds, Beasts, and Bombs in Messiaen’s Cold
War Mass”, discusses the Messe de la Pentecôte as a politically charged work in response to the
Cold War. In his opening Statements, Fallon briefly mentions Quatour, stating “The Quatour
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pour la fin du Temps more clearly responds to war, its birdsong and religious solace embracing
freedom and eternal life I the face of captivity and death.”5 Fallon acknowledges Messiaen’s
infamous detachment from the world around him, but dismisses it. He claims that, though
Messiaen may seem disengaged, his oeuvre does not. He states,
Many of his (Messiaen’s) works relate to contemporary events, including Chant de
déportés, Et expect, Ressurection mortuorum, La Transfiguration de Notre Seigneur
Jésus-Christ, and Des canyons aux étoiles…each of which either responded to a political
event or fulfilled a politically charged commission.6
In other words, Messiaen’s works speak on his behalf, providing a glimpse into his political
views and acting as a form of “silent protest”.7 Fallon goes on to discuss Messe as a protest piece
against the Cold War and Messiaen as a quiet, but enthusiastic political player. He references
Messiaen’s staunch support of Charles de Gaulle as evidence of his interest in politics and of the
“special interest he placed on freedom”.8 Fallon’s argument discusses Messiaen’s style and
technique as a means of his expressing his political ideals. He notes that Messiaen’s desire to end
musical time with birdsong, non-retrogradable rhythms, cyclical harmonic and melodic
structures, and the limited modes of transposition functions as a means to depict both personal
and political freedom.
Like Leslie Sprout, I believe Quatour offered Messiaen, his fellow musicians, and the other
prisoners in Stalag VIII A respite from camp life, at most. In Messiaen’s own words, Quatour
does not encapsulate his experiences in the camp, nor does it offer commentary on his political
beliefs. Not until the early 1990’s did Messiaen begin to speak about Quatour in association with
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the Holocaust. By this time, he saw the impact that an association with World War II had on the
popularity of the piece. He took advantage of this, and used this association to bolster the
popularity and number of performances of Quatour. Thus, the piece became forever associated
with the themes of war, death, and the apocalypse. Robert Fallon’s analysis of Messiaen’s
musical language as symbolic of freedom and eternity resonates with the theory that Quatour
evokes a sense of timelessness and the beyond. Though I do not support his idea that the piece
was influenced by the war, I do agree that the elements of the piece (rhythm, harmony, melody,
etc.…) depict the many layers of the eternal in Quatour. Each element works independently to
create a sense of timelessness, and as a cosmic whole, they create a connection between musical
time and divine eternity.
In this paper, I aim to depict Quatour pour la fin du temps as a commentary, not on war, but
on the infiniteness of time. I posit that the escapism of the work comes from its ability to
transcend the confines of musical time. Messiaen attempts to convey the eternity, indivisibility,
and infiniteness of God in his “divine time” through the manipulation of musical devices like
rhythm, harmony, and melody. Thus, Messiaen’s musical techniques denote “timelessness” as a
way to depict the divine.
I plan to discuss Messiaen’s musical language, including rhythm, harmony, and melodic
contour, and its role in undermining musical time. I will demonstrate the importance of these
elements as individual units, as well as part of the cosmic ‘whole’ of the piece in conveying the
eternal. Next, I will discuss the religious symbolism inherent in Messiaen’s music, including a
discussion of Thomistic doctrine and their association with time and God in Messiaen’s music. I
will describe the connection between Messiaen’s religiosity and his musical language. Finally, I
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will apply these concepts to Quatour, providing both a musical analysis of some of the
movements and a description of the religious symbolism in the work.
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Preface: Background to the ‘End of Time’
In the preface to the score of Quatour, Messiaen quotes a passage from the book of Revelation,
Then I saw another mighty angle coming down from heaven. He was robed in a cloud,
with a rainbow above his head; his face was like the sun and his legs were like fiery
pillar. He was holding a little scroll, which lay open in his hand. He planted his right foot
on the sea and his left foot on the land…Then the angel I had seen standing on the sea
and on the land raised his right hand to heaven. And he swore by him who lives for ever
and ever, who created the heavens and all that is in them, the Earth and all that is in it,
and the sea and all that is in it, and said, “There will be no more delay! But in the days
when the seventh angel is about to sound his trumpet, the mystery of God will be
accomplished, just as he announced to his servants the prophets”.9 (Rev.10: 1-2, 5-7 NIV)
The mystery of God referred to in this verse denotes God’s “victory over the forces of evil” and
the beginning of his “reign forever and ever” on Earth. It does not describe the apocalypse as a
negative end. Rather, it portrays the end of time as the beginning of God’s eternal reign on Earth.
This interpretation of Rev. 10:7 detracts from the theory that Quatour describes war and death.
Instead, it affirms Messiaen’s own words “brings the listener closer to eternity” and “this rest
extends into eternity and becomes the 8 of unshakable light, of an unalterable peace”. The end
of time for Messiaen constituted an end of linear, earthly time, and the beginning of infinite,
divine time. Messiaen achieves his break from linear, earthly time through his innovative and
unconventional compositional techniques. These techniques, or his musical language, reshape
the notion of conventional, Western musical time. He obscures a sense of beginning and end
through the displacement of rhythms, symmetrical structures, cyclical progressions, and
harmonic, melodic and rhythmic innovations. These techniques flesh out the ‘meat’ of Quatour,
describing the eternal Divine in the most miniscule framework of the piece.
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Part 1: Messiaen’s Musical Language
Musical language is essentially immaterial, spiritual, and Catholic. Modes which achieve
a kind of tonal ubiquity, melodically, and harmonically, here draw the listener towards
eternity in space or the infinite. Special rhythms, beyond meter, contribute powerfully in
dismissing in the temporal.10
Messiaen’s musical language describes the precise methods he used to undermine the traditional
notions of musical time in the west. His book, Technique de mon language musical, defines his
compositional techniques and includes a series of musical examples from his compositions.
Messiaen discusses the role of rhythm, melodic contour, birdsong, the modes of limited
transposition, and special chords in portraying the religious concepts of the eternity and time. In
his attempts to obscure and redefine musical time, Messiaen also draws a connection between his
faith and his techniques. Ultimately, Messiaen aimed to depict the infinite, eternal image of God
in all of his music. For this reason, each element of his musical language serves the higher
purpose of depicting a non-linear, infinite sense of time. In the first chapter of Technique,
Messiaen reinforces the ultimate goal of his music,
At the same time, this music should be able to express some noble sentiments (and
especially the most noble of all, the religious sentiments exalted by the theology and
truths of our Catholic Faith).11
Though Messiaen’s religious beliefs form a cornerstone of his musical language, I will discuss
this in another part of the paper. This section will focus on Messiaen’s musical language as a
symbol of infinite, non-linear time.
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Chapter 1: Rhythm and Time
…time is multiple; the macroscopic time of the stars coexists with the microscopic time
of the insects; these and all the intermediary times are an expression of “Rhythm”.12
Traditionally, the Western concept of rhythm denotes durations of notes tied to a metric pulse.
The durations move within the meter, creating a sense of time and forward-motion. For
Messiaen, metric regularity meant the opposite of rhythm. Messiaen characterized rhythm by its
“inequality ad uncertainty”13, on, the opposite of regularity and predictability. In his book,
Messiaen: Quatour pour la fin du Temps, Anthony Pople describes Messiaen’s rhythmic system
in contrast with the traditional definition of meter in the West,
Instead of the even beats and bars which are the traditional basis of Western musical
meter, Messiaen worked, in effect, with beats of irregular length: not, for example,
regular crotches, but groups that are three, four, or five semi-quavers in length, all
juxtaposed in apparent freedom.14
Instead of regularity and repetition, Messiaen worked with irregular groupings of sixteenth notes.
He based his rhythmic language on the addition and subtraction of a short duration, dot, or rest to
a rhythmic cell. The addition of small note values established an ametric quality to Messiaen’s
rhythmic groupings. In turn, this ametricality blurs the lines of time and creates an off-balance
symmetry. Furthermore, the addition of a short note value to a rhythmic cell formed the
foundation of Messiaen’s non-retrogradable rhythms. Non-retrogradable rhythms produce
another form of bi-lateral symmetry, as the rhythm does not change when read backwards or
forwards.
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Messiaen criticized rhythmic compositional techniques in the West as too regular, predictable
and metric. For centuries, Western composers grouped rhythms in predictable and repetitive
phrases. Instead, Messiaen turned to the style of Stravinsky for inspiration in rhythmic writing.
ametric rhythmic groupings in Igor Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps features ametric
rhythmic groupings, some non-retrogradable rhythms, and motivic ideas based on rhythm, rather
than melody. This inspired Messiaen’s approach to rhythm, melody, and harmony as separate
and independent musical elements. Similarly, Messiaen studied the works and treatises of the
13th century Indian theorist Sharngadeva. Sharngadeva’s treatise dealt with râgas, deçi-tâlas
(regional rhythms), and musical cycles. As a result, Messiaen created his own ametrical rhythmic
language. He viewed rhythm as an expression of durations in time, rather than a division of time.
Instead of note values as a measurement of duration, Messiaen replaced “the notion of a beat
with the shortest note-value.”15 This technique, influenced by the mâtra in Indian classical music,
builds a rhythmic pattern on the shortest note-value. This basic concept birthed some of
Messiaen’s most complex rhythmic techniques, including valeur ajoutée (added value), nonretrogradable rhythms, and the augmentation and diminution of rhythmic figures.
Messiaen’s rhythmic innovations stand as the nidus of his time-manipulation techniques. He
strove to create a system of rhythm that maintained the mysticism of the Sharngadeva râgas, the
symbolism of God as eternal, and the separation of time on Earth from the eternity of heaven.
Messiaen’s rhythmic creations stretch the concept of linear time, creating a sense of stasis within
the bounds of forward moving time. He accomplishes this with the use of non-retrogradable
rhythms, valeur ajoutée, the augmentation and diminution of rhythmic cells, and rhythmic
pedals.
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Rhythm, harmony, and melody function as independent players in Messiaen’s music. Each
holds importance in the structure of Messiaen’s musical language, however, he deems melody
the “noblest element of music”.16 He states, “Let us always work melodically; rhythm remains
pliant and gives precedence to melodic development, the harmony chosen being the “true” that is
to say, wanted by the melody and the outcome of it.”17 Rhythm, on the other hand, provides the
foundation for Messiaen’s dealings with musical time. It stands as the most important structural
element in Messiaen’s music. Finally, harmony holds the least structural responsibility of the
three. It adds color, decoration, and dazzlement (Messiaen’s term for timbre) to the melodic
contours and rhythmic pedals. As stated by Sander van Maas, “Just as Messiaen sees melody as
rhythm, so also, he peculiarly sees harmony as arising from colour and intensity.”18 Though
these elements function on an independent level, they work together to bond and strengthen the
concepts of “timelessness” in Messiaen’s music. Sander van Maas describes the joining of these
independent elements as “musically smooth”, a concept coined by the French philosopher Gilles
Deleuze. Musically smooth implies looking at the independent parts of the music as part of the
greater continuum of sound. Instead of separate elements only existing apart from each other,
they all work together to produce the eternal. Maas notes that, “extremely disparate phenomena
might still be related through a plan that knows no discontinuities, gaps, or aporias.”19
India Râgas, Stravinsky, and Rhythmic Independence
Messiaen found inspiration in the rhythmic writings of the 13th century Indian theorist
Sharngadeva. The treatise Sangítaratnākara (the ocean of music) describes a set of 120 deçi-tâlas.
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Deçi-tâlas or “tâlas” feature rhythmic formulae that combine short and long note values. Inspired
by the addition of short values to long values, Messiaen created his “non-retrogradable rhythms”.
These groups of rhythms feature a “rhythmic palindrome”, meaning the rhythm is the same
backwards and forwards.

Figure 1. Non-retrogradable “Rāgavardhana” tâla

20

When Messiaen first applied Sharngadevan rhythms to his music, he knew very little about
classical Indian music. He based his rhythmic patterns on a combination of multiple tâlas,
sometimes joining three different rhythmic structures together. Similarly, he used the tâlas
almost exclusively in their original forms, repeating them as a rhythmic pedal (similar to an
isorhythm). These techniques do not fit into classical Indian music theory, nor do they typify
classical Indian music. Messiaen utilized these rhythms to justify the addition of short durations
to his longer rhythmic durations. Furthermore, he utilized a combination of his favorite râgas
(rāgavardhana, candrakalá, and laksmīsa) in their original form to create new rhythmic figures.
These new rhythmic figures form the basis of his rhythmic pedals. The rhythmic system that
Messiaen built on classical Indian râgas does not exemplify classical Indian theory or Western
music theory. Instead, he borrowed the timelessness from Indian tâlas and the basic notation
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from Western traditions. In the words of Mirjana Simundža, “His rhythmic system knows neither
the measure of bar, nor the measure of time in the traditional western sense.”21
In addition to Indian râgas, Messiaen found inspiration in Stravinsky’s treatment of rhythm as
an independent agent in Sacre du Printemps. Stravinsky gave prominence to rhythm as an
organizing force in his music. Alongside his revolutionary harmony and evocative melodic
material, rhythm functions as an independent, motivic element in Sacre. This appears most
evident in “Danse sacrale” and “Danse de Adolescentes”, where the rhythmic structures function
as the primary organizing and motivic forces of the movements. In agreement with Stravinsky’s
methods, Messiaen viewed rhythm as the “first, essential element in music.22 He stated,
Let us not forget that the first, essential element in music is Rhythm, and that Rhythm is
first and foremost the change of number and duration. Suppose that there were a single
beat in all the universe. One beat; with eternity before it and eternity after it. A before and
after. That is the birth of time. Imagine then, almost immediately, a second beat. Since
any beat is prolonged by the silence which follows it, the second beat will be longer than
the first. Another number, another duration. That is the birth of rhythm.23
In other words, rhythm functions as the basic element of music. For Messiaen, rhythm, harmony,
and melody interact independently with the flow of time and the concept of the infinite
Non-retrogradable Rhythms
Similar to some of Messiaen’s other rhythmic innovations, non-retrogradable rhythms rely on the
classical Indian theory of short durations combined with long durations. Messiaen creates a
musical palindrome that reads the same backwards and forwards. This feature, common to Indian
tâlas, creates a bi-lateral symmetry. Because the rhythm does not change when played forward or

21

Mirjiana Smundža, "Messiaen's Rhythmical Organisation and Classical Indian Theory of Rhythm
(I)," International Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 18, no. 1 (1987): 69.
22
Johnson, Messiaen, 32.
23
Johnson quoting Messiaen, Messiaen, 32.

6

backward, it symbolizes cyclical movement or the “infinite”. In his book Technique de mon
language musical, Messiaen provides examples of non-retrogradable rhythms from Quatour
pour la fin du Temps:

Figure 2. Non-retrogradable rhythm

24

Figure 3. Non-retrogradable rhythm

25

These examples, from “Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes”, demonstrate the nonretrogradable structure of the rhythms in Messiaen’s music. In Figure 2, the two groups of three
eighth notes meet at the middle sixteenth note. This note, known as the common central value,
divides the two bi-lateral wings of the rhythmic figure. In Figure 3, the group of two eighth notes
serve as the common central value. Messiaen often combined multiple non-retrogradable
rhythms within a single rhythmic cell. Figure 3 demonstrates this technique, with the two outer
units containing another non-retrogradable rhythm. The combination of multiple non-
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retrogradable rhythms within a larger non-retrogradable rhythm creates a continued sense of the
infinite in his music. In his article “Olivier Messiaen: Explorations in Color and Time”, Ben
Rodgers describes non-retrogradable rhythms as a way to “undermine” time in Messiaen’s
music. He states that the musical palindrome of a non-retrogradable rhythm
resolves any sense of linear progression, as one cannot discern whether the rhythm is
played backwards or forwards. Therefore, one cannot distinguish the direction of time,
and thus the accepted idea of time as forward-moving is undermined.26
In a similar discussion, Catherine Pickstock describes the phenomena of non-retrogradable
rhythms as the collapsing of time on itself and toward the infinite. She states, “…the significance
of such a rhythm is that its reversible symmetry, which could be seen as absolute
retrogradability, is an example of time collapsing inwards toward eternity.”27 Thus, eternity, in
this example, is defined by the infinite symmetrical loop of non-retrogradable rhythms. These
rhythmic figures fuse the past, present, and future of time, while retaining forward motion. This
juxtaposition of infinite time and forward-moving human time “points to timelessness”.28
In the words of Sander van Mass, non-retrogradable rhythms “give regular rhythmic patterns
a surprising plasticity and sense of flux while retaining the reference to metricality.”29 In other
words, non-retrogradable rhythms, in their perfect symmetry, dissolve the notion of forwardmoving time, while still maintaining and exactitude of duration. They exude a sense of forward
motion and elongation at the same time. Thus, these rhythms lack a clear beginning or ending,
seemingly remaining in stasis and moving forward in an infinite loop. In this sense, non-
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retrogradable rhythms indicate the infinite (stasis) of heaven or ‘divine time’ and the forwarddirected time of human time.
Valeur Ajoutée (Added Rhythm)
Valeur ajoutée or “added rhythm” eliminates regularity and creates a disjunct chasm within
rhythmic figures. Added rhythms truly exemplify ametricality in Messiaen’s music. In The
Technique of My Musical Language, Messiaen describes an added value as “a short value, added
to any rhythm whatsoever, whether by a note, or by a rest, or by the dot.”30 By adding a small
value to a longer duration, Messiaen creates an ametrical, off-balanced rhythmic figuration.
Furthermore, added rhythms elongate rhythmic cells, stretching and destabilizing the flow of
musical time. He describes this phenomenon as a “rhythmic preparation and descent”,31 in which
the added values function as both a rhythmic preparation to the next note and an elongation of
the rhythmic cell.
Figure 2 demonstrates the addition of a sixteenth note to a unit of two eighth notes. The
original four sixteenth notes within the subdivision of the two eighth notes are augmented by the
added value “C”, totaling five sixteenth notes. Figures 5-7 demonstrate the process of added
value with the addition of a sixteenth note in Figure 5, the addition of a rest in Figure 6, and the
addition of a dot in Figure 7. Figure 4 presets the original, unaltered rhythm.
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Figure 4. Original Rhythm
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Figure 5. Addition of a Semiquaver to m.1

33

Figure 6. Addition of a sixteenth rest to m. 2

34

Figure 7. Addition of a dot in m. 3

35

The added sixteenth note eliminates the metricality of the pulse, blurring the perception of
linear time. Thus, added values elongate time with the addition of durational values, while
simultaneously undermining metricality. They alter the perception of time, making it appear both
longer and non-existent.
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Augmentation and Diminution of Rhythms
In the same vein as valeur ajoutée, the augmentation and diminution of rhythmic durations in
Messiaen’s music manipulate the flow of time with the addition or subtraction of a dot from a
duration. Similarly, these augmented and diminished rhythms can be subjected to the process of
superposition, that is, a combination of an augmented and diminished form of a rhythm.

Figure 8. Rhythmic Augmentations and Diminutions in 'Danse de la fureur'

36

Figure 8 represents the process of augmentation rhythm. The first measure presents the
rhythm in its original form. The second measure augments the rhythm with the addition of a
sixteenth note to every duration in the measure. The third measure presents a combination of
both augmentation and diminution to the rhythmic figure. The individual durations gain a
sixteenth note, but the individual value of each pitch (G, Eb, B) decreases to two sixteenth notes
(G), one sixteenth note (Eb), and two sixteenth notes (B). The final measure of the sequence
elongates the rhythm with six sixteenth note values in G and B and five sixteenth note values in
Eb. Both of these rhythmic techniques produce an accordion effect on the rhythmic structure. In
augmenting rhythmic groups, the flow of time appears to slow down. In diminishing them, the
flow of time compresses. Thus, the music moves through a constant expansion and compression
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of pulse. This ametric pulse creates a “push-pull” effect on musical time, blurring the sense of
forward-motion by expanding and compressing the flow of time.
Rhythmic Pedals
Of all Messiaen’s rhythmic inventions, rhythmic pedals most actively point towards the cyclical
motion of eternity. In an attempt to mimic the cyclical movements of classical Indian râgas,
Messiaen’s rhythmic pedals repeat multiple times throughout a piece of music. Indian râgas
eventually return to the beginning, presenting an infinite loop of time. Messiaen’s rhythmic
pedals, if brought to circular completion, would take hours to complete. Instead of allowing his
pedals to return to the beginning of the larger cycle, Messiaen breaks the cycle before the end of
the piece. This leaves the ending of a piece of music hanging, without a proper feeling of
resolution. Symbolically, the lack of cyclical completion mimics the continuity of eternity.
Without a true end, the music suggests the possibility of something more. For Messiaen,
something more meant the promise of an eternal after life. Thus, the abrupt ending of rhythmic
pedal cycles symbolizes a merge with eternity.
Catherine Pickstock describes the circularity of rhythmic pedals as order within the eternal.
She states,
…order in some sense implies circularity; it implies that one can ‘return’ on a course
taken because there is a perceptible sequence…If the sequence is not yet complete, one
can only know that there is a final order because this incomplete sequence imitates an
infinite and complete one.37
The cyclical motion of rhythmic pedals, combined with non-retrogradable rhythms and added
values, provides a multi-layer level of symbolism to Messiaen’s music. Each of these techniques
undermines time in its own unique way. Non-retrogradable rhythms and rhythmic pedal cycles
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are symmetrical structures that suggest eternity through a lack of beginning and ending. Added
values undermine the flow of time. Unlike non-retrogradable rhythms, added values do not
explicitly obscure time. Instead, they obscure the perception of the movement of time.
Messiaen’s rhythmic pedals cannot exist without the passing of forward-moving time. Instead of
eliminating this time, they transform musical time, making normal spans of time appear as
individual moments in the vast continuum of eternal time.
Rhythmic pedals function in place of ostinatos and pedal groups in the bass. They resemble
the Medieval ‘isorhythm’, in that they exist and move independently of the harmonic and
melodic structures that surround them. In Technique, Messiaen describes rhythmic pedals as,
“Rhythm which repeats itself indefatigably, in ostinato without busying itself about the rhythms
which surround it. The rhythmic pedal, then, can accompany a music of entirely different
rhythm; or mingle with it; again, it can be superposed upon other rhythmic pedals.”38 Rhythmic
pedals stand as their own motivic material that can mingle with other rhythmic pedals, rhythms,
and melodic and harmonic structures.
‘Liturgie de cristal’ from Quatour pour la fin du Temps presents one of Messiaen’s most
famous applications of rhythmic, harmonic, and melodic pedals. First, the independence of each
of these three pedal groups displaces the rhythms, harmonies, and melodies in relation to the bar
lines. As a result, the concepts of meter and pulse dissipate. The music appears to move freely
and without structure. The piano part features a rhythmic pedal of 17 values and a harmonic
pedal of 29 chords (group of repeating chords). The harmonic and rhythmic pedals in the piano
part do not align after the first statement of the pedal groups. Since they possess their own
autonomy, they change continuously in relation to each other and to the bar lines. The melodic
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and rhythmic pedals in the cello part feature a similar pattern. The cello part contains a melodic
pedal of 15 pitch values and 5 notes that unfolds over a rhythmic pedal. Furthermore, Messiaen
constructs the rhythmic pedal in the piano from a combination of three deçi-tâlas comprised of
small units of non-retrogradable rhythms. The combination of these musical elements
exemplifies the interweaving of religious symbolism and manipulation of musical time. I will
discuss the rhythmic and harmonic pedals in ‘Liturgie de cristal’ in greater detail in chapter 6.
Figure 9 demonstrates the first iteration of the rhythmic pedal in the piano part of ‘Liturgie de
cristal’.

Figure 9. Piano part in ‘Liturgie de cristal’
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Rhythmic Patterns: Prime Numbers
Religious symbolism permeates much of Messiaen’s early works. In some cases, the symbols in
Messiaen’s music appear in a convoluted, metaphorical sense. In others, the symbolism acts as
an organizing force. Prime numbers signify religious symbolism, undermine the flow of time,
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and work to organize Messiaen’s rhythmic language. In an interview with Claude Samuel,
Messiaen described the allure of prime numbers,
Even as a child I loved prime numbers which, by the simple fact of not being divisible
into equal fractions, emitted an occult power (for you know divinity is not divisible…).40
For Messiaen, the indivisibility of prime numbers symbolizes the divine in music. The prime
numbers 3, 5, and 7 held particular divine importance in his music. The number 3 represents the
Holy Trinity, and 5 the Hindu god of death Shiva. Messiaen associated Shiva with Christian
symbol of Jesus, combining Western and Eastern religious symbolism into the number 5.41 The
number 7 implies both the creation of the world and the eternity of the end of time. God created
the world in six days, and on the seventh, he rested. This seventh day describes the
transcendence from time on Earth to the eternity of heaven. Seven indicates the days of creation,
while the Sabbath signals a merge with the eighth and final day of the eternal. The number 7
appears multiple times throughout Quatour. In the preface to the score Messiaen states, “Seven is
the perfect number, the creation of six days sanctified by the divine Sabbath: the “seven” of this
and becomes the “eight” of inextinguishable light, of perfect peace.”42
From the number of sixteenth notes in a rhythmic cell, to the number of repetitions of a
rhythmic, harmonic or melodic pedals, prime numbers permeate Messiaen’s music. In his
rhythmic patterns, Messiaen often created rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic groups made up of
3,5,7, or 11 note values, groups, and cycles. The indivisibility of prime numbers prevents these
patterns from interlocking, resulting in the independence of each pattern. Furthermore, the
indivisibility of prime numbers symbolizes the indivisibility of God and the inability to quantify
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or number eternity. As God exists everywhere and every time at once, he exists throughout all
eternity. Messiaen attempted to portray the indivisibility of God and his existence in eternity
through the indivisibility of prime numbers.
Finally, prime numbers account for the symmetry of non-retrogradable rhythms and the
ametricality of pedal groups and added values. First, non-retrogradable rhythms often combine
two sets of symmetrical rhythmic cells with an added value note as the central common value.
As a result, the number of sixteenth note durations often adds up to a prime number. For
example, a non-retrogradable rhythm consisting of an eighth note-sixteenth note-eighth note
contains five sixteenth note durations. The non-retrogradable structure appears as 2-1-2. Next,
pedal groups that function as autonomous voices contain combinations of non-retrogradable
rhythms. The non-retrogradable rhythms contain prime number groups of sixteenth notes.
Similarly, the number of repeated rhythmic durations, chords, and pitches is also prime. Thus,
pedal groups contain a multitude of indivisible structures that disrupt metricality and unit pulse
of the music. As they cannot divide, they continuously change in relation to the bar lines,
blurring any sense of meter. Finally, added values add an additional sixteenth note value to a
rhythmic line. The added sixteenth note duration undermines time by creating a prime number
group. The unevenness and indivisibility of the prime numbers causes imbalance in the music
and creates an unbalanced symmetry. Thus, prime numbers hold more than a symbolic function
in Messiaen’s music. Their uneven, indivisibility forms the backbone of Messiaen’s other timealtering rhythmic techniques.

16

Chapter 2: Harmony
The harmony especially shall always remain the “true”, which exists in a latent state in
the melody, has always been the outcome of it. We shall not reject the old rules of
harmony and form; let us remember them constantly, whether to observe them, or to
augment them, or to add to them some other still older (those of plainchant and Hindu
rhythmics) or more recent (those suggested by Debussy and all contemporary music).43
For Messiaen, harmony proved least integral to the organization of his works. Fueled by his
synaesthetic visions of sound-color relationships, Messiaen incorporated color into his music by
means of harmonic and timbral shadings. Each harmonic structure adds another shade or tint of
color to the other melodic and rhythmic elements of his music. He created a harmonic language
at the service of his melodic and rhythmic textures; one that added a prism of colors and timbres
to his melodic ideas. Each element of harmony in Messiaen’s music layers distinctive shades,
tints, and hues of timbral color that serve a greater, symbolic purpose in his works. In this
chapter, I will discuss the elements of Messiaen’s harmonic language that depict and colorize his
notions of timelessness and eternity.
Added Notes
Similar to Messiaen’s added values, added notes provide an additional element of harmonic color
to pre-formed chordal structures. In Technique, Messiaen describes the addition of foreign notes
to existing chords as another sort of timbral “charm” in his music. These notes add another
degree of resonance that intensifies the sound-color connection in his harmonic structures. He
likens the function of added notes to that of added values, stating
Finally, the relation of notes added to chords and values added to rhythms strikes us. The
same charm, one somewhat perverse, is found in these values of supplement which make
the rhythm limp deliciously, in these foreign notes which insidiously transform the tint of
the chord.44
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Thus, added notes to chords and added values to rhythms extend and develop traditional
harmonic and rhythmic structures. They add another level of depth that ultimately serves
Messiaen’s image of eternity. Where added values destabilize and elongate his rhythmic cells,
added notes increase the level of resonance and timbral colors in his harmony. As the prism of
colors and hues reaches in infinity, they characterize the circularity of eternity.
Furthermore, Messiaen added these notes to existing chords in order to flesh out the harmonic
depth of his “modes of limited transpositions”. Alike to his notion of “perfect intervals” (falling
sixth and augmented fourth), Messiaen asserts that the “perfect chord” incorporates the added
sixth and augmented fourth. He states, “the perfect chord with added sixth and added augmented
fourth will be the typical chord of the second mode of transpositions.”45 Hence, he characterizes
his modes of limited transpositions with the addition of “added notes” to existing chords.
Additionally, “added notes” form the basis of Messiaen’s “special chords”. Each one of these
chords holds a connection with either a mode of limited transpositions, diatonic scale, or the
overtone series.
Special Chords
When Messiaen composed Quatour, his musical language was still largely undeveloped. As a
result, Quatour functions as the basis for many of Messiaen’s mature, harmonic developments.
Shortly after completing Quatour, Messiaen began to catalogue the early aspects of his musical
language in Technique. More specifically, his “special chords” that appear in both Technique and
Quatour provide skeletal, immature examples of his much more intricate “invented chords” that
appear in his later works. Thus, the chordal structures defined in Technique provide a structural
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foundation for all future developments on his harmonic language discussed in Traité de Rythme,
de Coleur, et d’Ornithologie. Messiaen wrote the multi-volume work Traité throughout the rest
of his life, dying before its completion in 1992. His wife, Yvonne Loriod, compiled the rest of
his musings on philosophy and music theory after Messiaen’s death in 1992, and published the
work in seven volumes. Thus, this section will focus on Messiaen’s special chords in their
earliest stages of development.
Messiaen defines a number of “special chords” that relate to his different modes of limited
transpositions, as well as diatonic scales, and the overtone series. Each chord establishes a
different set of timbral shadings and resonances. First, Messiaen’s chord on the dominant, or
COD, contains all of the notes of the major scale. In a C major scale, the COD includes G, A, C,
D, F, AB, E and resolves down by step to D and A. The following Figures 10 and 11
demonstrate the COD both with and without its supposed resolution.

Figure 10. Chord on the dominant without supposed resolution
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Figure 11. Chord on the dominant with supposed resolutions
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In order to add more timbral color to the COD, Messiaen included a double appoggiatura to
the chord in the form of added notes. As a result, the COD contains both the appoggiaturas and
their resolutions. In his music, Messiaen frequently presents this chord as a chord containing
double appoggiaturas and their resolutions, a chord with no added appoggiaturas, or as a chord
with double appoggiaturas without the resolutions. Thus, different combinations of the COD
offer an intricate and unique set of timbral shadings. Figure 12 demonstrates the COD with a
double appoggiatura and the resolutions. Figure 13 displays a progression of chords on the
dominant with the double appoggiatura resolving. Finally, Figure 14 presents the chord on the
dominant with the appoggiaturas and resolutions, both within the chordal structure.

Figure 12. COD with double appoggiatura resolving
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Figure 13. COD progression with double appoggiatura resolving
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Figure 14. COD, whole chord with appoggiaturas and resolutions
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Finally, Messiaen explains that a sequence of CODs over the same bass note creates a multicolor, “stained-glass” effect. In essence, the arrangement of different inversions of the chord on
the dominant over a shared note in the bass intensifies different timbral aspects of the chord. As a
result, Messiaen compared it to the blended array of color combinations in a stained-glass
window. The first few chords in the piano part of ‘Liturgie de cristal’ present an example of a
“stained-glass window” progression of chords on the dominant. Additionally, the COD
characterizes much of the harmonic material in Quatour, appearing in the thick harmonic
textures of the piano, as a sweeping arpeggio in the clarinet, and as wandering sixteenth note
lines in all three upper voices. In Quatour, it often characterizes the third mode of limited
transpositions, though it does not actually derive from any one of the modes of limited
transpositions.
The chord of resonance, or COR, demonstrates another of Messiaen’s “special chords”. In
Technique, Messiaen describes the chord of resonance as containing all of the notes of the
overtone series. He states, “Nearly all the notes perceptible, to an extremely fine ear, in the
resonance of a low C, figure, tempered, in this chord.” 51 Hence, the pitches in the chord of
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resonance are derived from the series of resonant pitches perceived from the fundamental note.
Roberto Fabbi describes this chord in relation to the third mode of limited transpositions. It
contains all of the notes of mode 3, and Messiaen often utilized it in the context of that mode.
Furthermore, Messiaen describes the chord of resonance in terms of “inferior” or “superior”
resonance. Inferior resonance refers to the addition of a seventh to the chord of resonance in
order to fill out the chromatic space of the chord.52 Messiaen does not offer a definition of
superior resonance in Technique, but his musical example includes the superposition of chords
into a cluster. Based on his examples, superior resonance arises from the addition of more
resonances from the overtone series. Messiaen defines the effects of resonance as “pure fantasy,
similar by a very distant analogy to the phenomenon of natural resonance.”53 According to Wailing Cheong in “Rediscovering Messiaen’s Invented Chords”, the chord of “inferior” resonance
contains a seventh and adds “missing notes” to fill in the “chromatic space” of a chord.
Furthermore, Cheong asserts that the “superior” chord of resonance contains appoggiaturas that
resolve, while chords of “inferior” resonance persists without resolution.54 Figure 15 exemplifies
a COR. Figures 16 and 17 exemplify chords of inferior and superior resonance.

Figure 15. Chord of Resonance
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Figure 16. Chord of Inferior Resonance from ‘Vocalise’ in Quatour pour la fin du Temps
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Figure 17. Chord of Superior Resonance
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Messiaen’s COR intensifies aspects of sound-color through the different timbral
characteristics of resonance. As he built the chord out of the “notes perceptible to an extremely
fine ear in the resonance of a low C”, each note adds a different timbral shade to the chord.58
Perhaps one of the most famous examples of harmonic color in the COR emerges from
Messiaen’s description of “blue-orange” chords in the second and seventh movements of
Quatour. The clusters of chords of resonance superposed with chords of fourths and the second
mode of limited transpositions depict a “gentle cascade of blue-orange chords”.59 Thus, these
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chords of resonance provide a cascade of shadings to the images of sound-color in Messiaen’s
music.
Finally, Messiaen’s “chord of fourths” makes up the last of the special chords (for the
purposes of this paper). The chord of fourths combines Messiaen’s “perfect interval” of the
augmented fourth, with perfect fourths. As a result, the chord is built entirely out of these two
intervals. Furthermore, the chord of fourths contains all of the notes of the fifth mode of limited
transpositions. As previously discussed, it appears as part of the “blue-orange” chord progression
in second and seventh movements of Quatour. Figure 18 illustrates the chord of fourths. Figure
19 demonstrates the chord of fourths and chord of resonance in the “blue-orange” progression in
‘Vocalise’. The green boxes indicate the chords of fourths, and the blue box indicates the chords
of resonance.

Figure 18. Chord of fourths
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Figure 19. “Blue-orange” progression in ‘Vocalise’
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The Modes of Limited Transpositions
Of all the elements of Messiaen’s harmonic language, the modes of limited transpositions prove
most important in undermining time and portraying the eternal. They stand as one of the three
pillars of the “charm of impossibilities” (which I will return to later), and they directly
characterize Messiaen’s synaesthetic visions of color in his music. Comprised of symmetrical
groups of notes based on the twelve-tone, tempered scale, the modes of limited transpositions
provide the underpinnings for the rest of Messiaen’s harmonic language. They replace the
notions of tonality and key area with a harmonic system that pays homage to the ancient modal
music of the Catholic Church. Furthermore, they add timbral color to Messiaen’s melodic lines,
and lack the traditional Western harmonic components of tension-resolution. As a result, the
modes of limited transpositions lack the successive, temporal direction that characterizes
Western harmony and form. Instead, they meander and drift through several tonalities at once
without any structural or temporal direction. In the words of Messiaen, “they are at once in the
atmosphere of several tonalities, without polytonality, the composer being free to give
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predominance to one of the tonalities or to leave the tonal impression unsettled.”62 Thus, the
modes relate to major tonalities and can shift between them without functioning as polymodal.
Similarly, they can modulate within themselves to feature one tonality, or they can modulate to
another mode entirely.
Messiaen’s “mode of limited transpositions” feature seven, symmetrical modes that contain a
limited number of transpositions before returning to the original transposition of the scale. The
modes, made up of sets of symmetrical note groups, exemplify a similar circularity as nonretrogradable rhythms. The final note in each group elides with the first note of the next group,
before returning to the beginning of the scale. Furthermore, though Messiaen invented his
particular system of harmony, he did not invent all of the modes in the modes of limited
transpositions. The first and second modes derive from the whole tone and octatonic scales,
respectively. Though Messiaen did not invent the idea of modal music, or even all of his modes,
he utilized the limited number of transpositions and the symmetrical structure to portray the
circularity nature of eternity.
The first mode of limited transpositions is simply the whole tone scale. Transposable only
twice, it contains six symmetrical groups of two notes. Messiaen rarely utilized this mode, citing
its popularity amongst the French impressionists, Russian Émigré, and other 20th century
composers as the cause of its overuse. He states, “we shall carefully avoid making use of it,
unless it is concealed in a superposition of modes which renders it unrecognizable.”63
Messiaen favored his second mode of limited transpositions, employing it more than any of
the other modes. Like the first mode of limited transpositions, Messiaen did not invent mode 2.
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Commonly known as the octatonic scale, mode 2 permeates much of the music of Romantic and
early 20th century composers. Mode 2 can be transposed three times and features four
symmetrical groups of three notes (trichords). The ascending trichords divide into two intervals,
a semitone and a tone. Additionally, chords of the diminished seventh can be built on every scale
degree of mode 2. This mode appears frequently in Quatour, characterizing the opening motive
in ‘Abîme des oiseaux’ and the primary theme in ‘Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui
annonce la fin du Temps’. In ‘Foullis’, mode 2 emphasizes the major tonalities of F#, A, and E,
without specifically tonicizing any of them. Figure 20 illustrates mode 2 and its transpositions,
while Figure 21 demonstrates its relationships to the major tonalities of F#, A, and E in
‘Fouillis’.

Figure 20. Second Mode of Limited Transpositions and its Transpositions
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Figure 21. Mode 2 in ‘Fouillis’
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The third mode of limited transpositions appears frequently in Messiaen’s music, especially in
conjunction with the chord of resonance and the chord of dominance. The first movement in
Quatour, ‘Liturgie de cristal’, utilizes both the second and third mode of transpositions. The
second movement, ‘Vocalise pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps”, opens in the third mode
of limited transpositions. The third mode divides into three symmetrical groups of four notes
(tetrachords), and is transposable four times. Messiaen likens this mode to the chord of the
augmented fifth. Figure 22 demonstrates the third mode of limited transpositions.
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Figure 22. Third Mode of Limited Transpositions and its Transpositions

The remaining modes 4-7 appear less often in Messiaen’s music. All of these modes feature
six transpositions, similar to the interval of the augmented fourth. As a result, they lose the
“charm” of the limited transpositions. For Messiaen, the abundance of transpositions made these
modes seem less appealing. Therefore, they appear rarely in his music, often superposed in a
truncated form with other modes or invented chords.
Finally, when asked by Claude Samuel whether he associated specific keys with colors,
Messiaen objected. Instead, he insisted that colors correspond with specific chords and
sonorities. As his modes of limited transpositions traverse through many key areas at once, one
can understand why color cannot correspond to key. Thus, the modes of limited transpositions,
coupled with the “special chords” link to specific color combinations. A mode does not simply
correspond to one color. Rather, each mode corresponds to a vast array of hues, shadings, and
tints within a range of colors. The same applies to the individual transpositions within a mode. In
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one of their conversations, Claude Samuel asked Messiaen to describe his modes and chords and
their connections to color. He responded
I’ll give you a few examples of the colors of my modes. Mode 2 is thrice transposable, so
it has only three possibilities of coloration. For me, the first transposition of Mode 2 is
defined like this: “blue-violet rocks speckled with little gray cubes, cobalt blue, deep
Prussian blue, highlighted by a bit of violet-purple, gold, red, ruby, and the stars of
mauve, black, and white. Blue-violet is dominant.” The same mode in its second
transposition is totally different: “gold and silver spirals against a background of brown
and ruby-red vertical stripes. Gold and brown are dominant.” And here’s the third
transposition: “light green and prairie-green foliage, with specks of blue, silver, and
reddish orange. Dominant is green.” Mode 3 is four times transposable, but its best
transposition is the second. I even think the second transposition of Mode 3 is the best of
all my modes. For its colors, I’ve noted the following: “horizontally layered stripes: from
bottom to top, dark gray, mauve, light gray, and white with mauve and pale-yellow
highlights, with flaming gold letters, of an unknown script, and a quantity of little red or
blue arcs that are very thin, very fine, hardly visible. Dominant are gray and mauve…My
harmonic language doesn’t only include modes. In addition, and above all, I use chords:
the chords of contracted resonance, the revolving chords, chords of totally chromaticism,
chords of transposed inversions on the same bass note, and thousands of chords invented
to reproduce the timbres of bird songs. Whereas the modes have overall colors
corresponding to their various transpositions (three colors for Mode 2, four colors for
Mode 3, six colors for Modes 4 and 6), the chords all have twelve colors corresponding to
the twelve possible transpositions. However, when I move the same chord from midrange
up on octave, the same color is reproduced, shaded toward white, which is to say, lighter.
When I move the same chord from midrange down one octave, the same color is
reproduced, toned down by black, which is to say, darker.”65
Thus, all aspects of Messiaen’s harmonic language feature an array of complex color
combinations. One mode does not simply indicate one color, nor does one chord imply a single
shade. Instead, when combined, his modes, chords, and added notes display an infinite depth of
sound-color complexities. In this way, the color of his harmonic language portrays eternity. It
allows his music to transcend the simplicities of Earth and visualize the infinite colors of the
beyond.
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Chapter 3: Melody
Knowing that music is a language, we shall seek at first to make melody “speak”. The
melody is the point of departure. May it remain sovereign!66
Melody, harmony, and rhythm function as independent players in Messiaen’s music. They
disassociate from each other, creating the effect of the “stained-glass window”, similar to the
stained-glass window chordal progression. Just as the disjunct and independent pieces of stainedglass window fit together, so do Messiaen’s rhythmic, harmonic, and melodic ideas. His
melodies and rhythms provide the organizing and motivic forces in his music, while his
harmonic language fills the stained-glass window with shades, hues, and tints of color.
Messiaen’s melodic motives and contours work to overcome temporality and transport his music
to the eternal plane. Messiaen describes melody as the most important element of his music,
stating “Supremacy to melody! The noblest element of music, may melody be the principal aim
in our investigations.”67 For the purposes of this paper, I will discuss the importance of
intervallic relationships, melodic contour, and birdsong in relation to “timelessness” and
symmetry in Messiaen’s music.
Intervals
Intervallic relationships make up the most basic element of melody in Messiaen’s musical
language. Though not directly related to his temporal writing, intervals provide the structure for
Messiaen’s birdsong, melodic contours, folk music, and even his special chords. In Technique,
he discusses the importance of the “falling” augmented fourth (tritone) and the descending major
sixth. Not only do they define his melodic writing, but both the added sixth and augmented
fourth play an important role in his harmonic structures. Built on the principle that harmony and
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modal equations derive from resonances in the overtone series, Messiaen gave prominence to the
descending, augmented fourth (specifically F#-C). He asserts that the F# is drawn to the C, as a
“very fine early clearly perceives an F-sharp in the natural resonance of a low C.”68 Thus, the F#
naturally resolves to the C. Tritones play an important role in Messiaen’s “chord of fourths” and
“perfect chord”, as well as much of his melodic writing. The descending tritone appears
frequently throughout Messiaen’s music, especially in his music associated with Catholicism.
Furthermore, the Medieval characterization of the tritone as the “devil in music” does not apply
to Messiaen’s music. He places the tritone as his first interval of choice. Figure 23 shows the
resolution of the F# to the C from Technique Vol. 2.

Figure 23. F#-C Resolution
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Figure 24. Descending tritones in ‘Abîme des oiseaux”
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Figure 24 demonstrates a series of falling tritones in ‘Abîme des oiseaux’. The sequence of three
falling tritones is preceded by a descending F#-C tritone. The descending tritone finds particular
importance in ‘Abîme des oiseaux’. The F#-C tritone dominates the entire first section of the
piece, occurring twenty times.71 David Morris, in his article “A Semiotic Investigation of
Messiaen’s ‘Abîme des oiseaux’”, discusses the importance of the tritone as an organizing force
of the piece. He notes that the tritone outlines the melodic contours (Boris motive) and the
birdsong section. Furthermore, the F# of the F#-C descending tritone, appears throughout the
movement, separating each individual section.
Melodic Contour
Messiaen’s melodic contours make up the majority of his melodic material. The principle of
melodic contour lies within an intervallic or chromatic alteration of existing motivic material
borrowed from other composers. Some of Messiaen’s favored melodic contours include the
opening motive from Modest Mussorgsky’s Boris Godounov, Grieg’s Chanson de Solveig, and
the three notes at the beginning of Debussy’s Reflels dans l’eau. Additionally, Messiaen utilized
birdsong, plainchant from the Catholic liturgy, Hindu Ragas, and French and Russian folk songs
as other sources for his melodic contours. For the purposes of this paper, I will focus on the Boris
Godounov and Chanson de Solveig contours and their importance to Quatour.
The Boris motive, in its original form, features the pitch sequence C#-E-D#-F#-C#. Messiaen
subjects this motive to intervallic alteration, changing the opening minor third to a major third
and the final perfect fourth to a tritone. The middle minor second and minor third remain
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unchanged. Figure 25 shows the Boris motive in its original form, and Figure 26 demonstrates
the altered version.

Figure 25. ‘Boris’ motive, unaltered
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Figure 26. ‘Boris’ motive, altered
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The Boris motive dominates the melodic material in ‘Abîme des oiseaux’, beginning with the
opening motive. This motive reappears in the third section of the piece and again in the last four
sixteenth notes of the movement. Messiaen subjects it to intervallic alteration, making the tritone
the defining interval of the Boris motive.
Grieg’s Chanson de Solveig stands as the second pre-formed melodic contour featured in
‘Abîme’. It appears in measure 11 in the middle of a phrase with the alteration of the original
sequence of major thirds to minor thirds and the final interval of an ascending perfect fourth to a
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descending augmented fourth. Figure 27 features the Solveig contour in its original form, and the
bracket in Figure 24 marks the altered version in ‘Abîme des oiseaux’.

Figure 27. Solveig contour, unaltered
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Birdsong
Both melodic contours and Messiaen’s preferred intervals play an integral role in his birdsong
style. Though Messiaen attempted to accurately portray the contour and style of individual birds,
he altered his writing to accommodate the tendencies and limitations of musical instruments.
Birds can sing with incredible agility and in extremely high registers. Western instruments
cannot accurately portray the virtuosity and tessitura of natural birdsong. Instead, Messiaen
wrote his birdsong in lower registers and in augmented rhythms. Furthermore, birds can sing
small, microtonal intervals that most western instruments cannot play. Messiaen altered the
intervallic relationships and melodic contours of birdsong to suit the limitations of western
instruments. In the section on birdsong in Technique, Messiaen discusses the flexibility and
agility of birdsong,
Through the mixture of their songs, birds make extremely refined jumbles of rhythmic
pedals. Their melodic contours, those of merles especially, surpass the human
imagination in fantasy. Since they use untampered intervals smaller than the semitone,
and as it is ridiculous servilely to copy nature, we are going to give some examples of
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melodies of the “bird” genre which will be transcription, transformation, and
interpretation of the volleys and trills of our little servants of immaterial joy.75
Birds play a melodic, harmonic, temporal, and spiritual role in Messiaen’s music. Scholars, such
as Robert Fallon, argue that Messiaen’s birds function as a symbol of both freedom and political
peace.76 In his pre-war works, birdsong arguably only fills the role of spiritual freedom.
However, Robert Fallon makes a compelling argument for the political role of birdsong in
Messiaen’s Messe de Pentecôte. He refers to the importance of birdsong in symbolizing
Messiaen’s call for political peace from the looming Cold War. In Quatour, birdsong symbolizes
Messiaen’s need for spiritual freedom from the bounds of earthly time.
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Part 2: Religious Symbolism

Messiaen created a musical language that was unique in its exploration of rhythm and
color, and he believed that the resulting music helped prepare one for eternity with
God…the one sole reality…is to be found in the realm of faith. Only by encountering
another being can we understand it. But to do that, we have to pass through death and
resurrection, and that implies the leap out of temporal things.77
Religious symbolism reaches into every aspect of Messiaen’s music. From his musical language,
to the deeper meaning of his works, the themes of Catholicism dominate. Messiaen’s early organ
works, his post-war works, and his later birdsong works explore the doctrines, practices, and
theological questions of Christianity. Moreover, Messiaen’s musical language and his religiosity
share a symbiotic relationship. His musical language describes his religious values, and his
religious values add depth and meaning to his musical language. Messiaen saw religion in every
aspect of his music; his birdsongs reflect the connection between God and nature, prime number
groups symbolize both Christian and Hindu deities, and, most importantly, his undermining of
time suggests the ‘end of time’ inherent to the Christian beliefs of the afterlife. In the words of
Anthony Pople,
Messiaen’s calling was more that of the medieval religious craftsman: seeking technical
perfection in the tangible phenomena of nature, he adopted no less factual a tone when
writing about theological matters. The details of the afterlife were as real to him as the
harmonic series and the ‘mysteries’ of prime numbers, and his works deal with all things
on equal footing.78
Religious symbolism plays an important role in Quatour in defining the “end of time”. On one
hand, Messiaen wanted to undermine and transcend musical time. On the other, he undermined
musical time in order to describe the end of “human” time and the ascension into the eternity of
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the afterlife. As Pople stated, Messiaen accepted the end of time in the Christian doctrine as a
factual, concrete concept, as real as the “harmonic series”. Thus, I believe that Messiaen used
religious symbolism to cement the connection between Quatour, time, and eternity.
In this section I will focus on Messiaen’s religiosity as the primary vehicle in undermining
time. Moreover, I will draw parallels between Thomistic doctrine and the religious themes in
Messiaen’s music. Furthermore, I will discuss the ways in which Messiaen exemplifies these
themes in his music, focusing on his musical language as a means of conveying Christian
symbolism. Finally, I will introduce the religious symbolism in Quatour at the end of this section
in preparation for the analysis of Quatour.
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Chapter 4: A look at Thomism and Messiaen’s Theological Philosophy as Expressed in
Traité Volume 1
To understand the relationship between Messiaen’s musical language and his religious beliefs,
one must first understand the basis of Messiaen’s doctrinal beliefs. Messiaen studied the
philosophies and theories of St. Thomas Aquinas, Henri Bergeson, and Alexis Carrel to expand
his knowledge on time and eternity. The first volume of his second treatise, Traité de Rythme, de
Couleur, et d’Ornithologie, provides a glimpse into the theological and philosophical mind of
Messiaen. Traité reads like a philosophical commentary on the philosophies of Aquinas,
Bergeson, and Carrel. He references the Thomistic views of time and eternity, Einstein’s theory
of relativity, Bergson’s theories of time and duration, and Carrel’s definitions of human time
(among others) in an attempt to define his own theories on eternity, time, and space. Many of the
theories in the first chapter of Traité, Vol. 1, appear irrelevant to the composition of music;
however, his summaries of St. Thomas Aquinas’ writings on eternity, time, and the eternity of
God align with Messiaen’s portray of time and eternity in his music. For the purpose of this
paper, I will focus on the doctrine of St. Thomas Aquinas and his influence on Messiaen’s faith,
philosophies, and compositional techniques.
Messiaen and Aquinas: The difference between time and eternity
Boethius describes eternity as the “simultaneously-whole and perfect possession of interminable
life.”79 In other words, eternity is comprised of an everlasting whole that lacks a beginning,
middle, or end. St. Thomas Aquinas elaborates on this definition of eternity in his work Summa
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Theologica, marking a clear delineation between time and eternity and between God and
humans. He states,
As we attain to the knowledge of simple things by way of compound things, so must we
reach to the knowledge of eternity by means of time, which is nothing but the numbering
of movement by before and after. For since succession occurs in every movement, and
one part comes after another, the fact that we reckon before and after in movement,
makes us apprehend time, which is nothing else but the measure of before and after in
movement. As therefore the idea of time consists in the numbering of before and after in
movement; so likewise, is the apprehension of the uniformity of what is outside of
movement, consists the idea of eternity.80
In this statement, eternity and time maintain a close relationship, but function as two separate
concepts. First, eternity means nothing without time. Time consists of durations and divisions
that separate it from eternity. Because time exists, eternity finds its own distinction away from
time. Furthermore, the division of durations in time provide a clear sense of “before” and “after”.
Next, the division of durations in time creates a line of successive movement within time. Each
movement marks the forward, linear direction of time. The successiveness of the movement
implies linearity, rather than circularity. Thus, time exists as forward-directed, with a clear
“before” and “after”. Through this definition of time, we find the definition of eternity. As time
consists of the successive movement and the numbering of events, eternity consists of continuous
duration. It exists outside of movement, and thus, outside of time. Furthermore, Thomistic
doctrine defines God as the divine manifestation of eternity. Instead of providing a purely
theoretical image of eternity, Aquinas asserts that God exists beyond durations, and is
immutable. Because of this, “…eternity truly and properly so called is in God alone, because
eternity follows on immutability…But God alone is altogether immutable.”81 Accordingly, God
exists as the only eternal being, and defines eternity as much as eternity defines God.
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In his opening remarks of Traité, Volume 1, Messiaen provides a series of quotes from
Summa Theologica that discuss the relationship between eternity and time. He discusses the
Thomistic theory of time as a series of movements and eternity as continuity, going on to express
the difference between time and eternity. He quotes Aquinas, stating
It is manifest, that time and eternity are not the same thing. Some have claimed that the
cause for this difference lies in the idea that eternity has neither a beginning nor an end,
whereas time has both a beginning and an end. Therefore, this difference is accidental
and non-essential; because, to suppose that time has always been and that it must have
always been, there would no longer be a difference between time and eternity. Eternity is
simultaneity. That which does not agree with time (eternity) is the measure of a
permanent being. Time is the measure of movement itself.82
Furthermore, Messiaen continues his discussion of Thomistic doctrine, noting the relationship
between humans and time and between God and eternity. He references the Thomistic separation
of eternity and time, stating “Time is the measure of creation, eternity is God himself. Eternity is
indivisible like God is indivisible. Time is not a finite length that enters into an infinite length
(eternity): it is continuous in the face of the indivisible (God).”83
The introductory chapter of Traité provides a discussion of Thomistic doctrine, rather than a
treatise on Messiaen’s own theological philosophies. Messiaen provides a full summary and
explanation of God, eternity, and time that St. Thomas discusses in Summa Theologica.
Messiaen does not explicitly discuss his own philosophical and theological ideas in Traité. All
of Messiaen’s comment on faith and eternity come from the many interviews, conversations, and
pre-concert talks that he gave over the course of his life. In one of his conversations with Claude
Samuel, Messiaen described what he believed to be the “birth of rhythm” as a parallel with the
Thomistic definition of time. His description of rhythm as a derivative of time aligns with the
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Thomistic notion of time as containing a “before” and an “after”. Moreover, he describes time as
a duration in a continuum, with “eternity before it and eternity after it”. This statement
paraphrases Aquinas’ assertion that “time has a “before” and an “after”. Messiaen states,
Let us not forget that the first, essential element in music is Rhythm, and the Rhythm is
first and foremost the change of number and duration. Suppose one beat; with eternity
before it and eternity after it. A before and an after. That is the birth of time. Imagine
then, almost immediately, a second beat. Since any beat is prolonged by the silence
which follows it, the second beat will be longer than the first. Another number, another
duration. That is the birth of Rhythm.84
One cannot help but draw a connection between Messiaen’s characterization of rhythm as a
change of duration with a “before and after” and Aquinas’ definition of time as “before and after
in movement”. Messiaen drew influence from the doctrinal teachings of Aquinas when he
described his own notions of time and rhythm. Furthermore, Messiaen intertwines rhythm and
time, suggesting that the first duration, with a before and an after, defines time, and the addition
of a second duration describes rhythm. In this case, rhythm constitutes the continuous and
successive movements of time. Aquinas did not deal with rhythm in his writings; however, he
did describe succession and movement as integral to the concept of time. Thus, Messiaen
expanded on Aquinas’ theory on movement and succession to include rhythm as a development
of time.
Human Time and Movement
St. Thomas Aquinas describes time as unique to corporeal bodies. He states that, “eternity is the
measure of a permanent being; while time is a measure of movement.”85 God stands as the only
permanent being. Humans, animals, and all other corporeal beings eventually expire. In death,
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corporeal beings become incorporeal and join the eternal. On Earth, corporeal beings experience
the world through time. The changeability or “movement” of earthly beings makes them
corruptible, separating them from the unchanging, eternity of God. Aquinas states, “Therefore,
the being of things corruptible because it is changeable, is not measured by eternity, but by time;
for time measures not only, things actually changed but also things changeable.”86 The potential
for change establishes the potential for movement, indicating time. Messiaen understood the
juxtaposition of the unchangeable, eternal nature of God and the changeable, potential for
corruptness in his creations. In a discussion with Claude Samuel, he described this relationship
between God’s eternity and earthly time as a form of conflict, “Moreover, all God’s creatures are
enclosed in time, and time is one of God’s strangest creatures, since it is totally in conflict with
his eternal nature, he who is without beginning, without end, without succession.” 87 Messiaen
perceived time as a part of God’s creation that exists in direct conflict with God’s eternity. On
this point, both Messiaen and Aquinas place the movement of time within the sphere of creation.
Messiaen delves deeper into the elements of “human time” in Traité, beginning with
descriptions of time from the Old Testament. He quotes Ecclesiastes 3:1-8 to reinforce the
existence of human life within the bounds of time. This set of verses describes the entirety of
human life, from birth to death, within the confines of time,
There is a time for everything and a season for every activity under the heavens: a time to
be born and a time to die, a time to plant and a time to uproot, a time to kill and a time to
heal, a time to tear down and a time to build, a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to
mourn and a time to dance, a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them, a time to
embrace and a time to refrain from embracing, a time to search and a time to give up, a
time to keep and a time to throw away, a time to tear and a time to mend, a time to be
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silent and a time to speak, a time to love and a time to hate, a time for war and a time for
peace.88
Ecclesiastes emphasizes the role of time as a governing agent of all corporeal beings. Time
defines, controls, and directs all life on Earth. Furthermore, Messiaen uses this passage to
introduce his “Philosophy of Duration” and the concept of future-directed time.
Philosophy of Duration
The Philosophy of Duration describes what Messiaen terms “true duration” or “structured time”.
At its most basic level, duration, is “an inherent trait of consciousness”.89 In other words, any
conscious being experiences duration. As previously stated in this chapter, duration, rhythm, and
time share a deep and interlocking relationship in Messiaen’s music. As I have already stated,
duration, or the division of durations, indicates time. Moreover, the division and numbering of
duration indicates rhythm. Therefore, if all conscious beings inherently experience duration, all
conscious beings experience the phenomena of time. Furthermore, Messiaen solidifies the link
between rhythm and time proclaiming that time begets music and rhythm. As a result, rhythm
expresses a “knowledge of true time”, “…the perception of time is the source of all music and of
all rhythm. A musician is inevitably a rhythmicist…If he is a rhythmicist, he must refine his
sense of rhythm by a more intimate knowledge of true time.…”90 Messiaen makes a clear
distinction between true duration and true time. True duration appears without change or
fluctuation, it remains continuous and immeasurable. Duration, on the other hand, “presents itself
to us with fluctuations of tempo, and changes of rapidity.”91 Structured, or abstract time, emerges
from true duration.
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“True time” indicates changeability, flexibility, and fluctuations in duration. This includes the
natural, biological time of a heartbeat, chemical reactions, and respiration. Biological functions
of time influence our perception of duration. These natural durations create a sense of forwarddirected time, speeding up or slowing down as we age. As our bodies age, our perceptions of
duration change; we experience time differently at various points in our lives. As stated by
Lecompte du Noüy, “The recording of elapsed time is made by a passive, subconscious, physiochemical, or chemical memory that is merely a different expression of our aging.”92 Messiaen
describes this phenomenon as the difference between the “sense of present duration” and the
“retrospective appreciation of the past”. In the “sense of present duration”, the more events that
happen in a span of time, the shorter that amount of time seems. Similarly, less events during a
span of time makes time seem to progress slower. For example, a very busy day may seem to
pass more quickly than a day with few engagements. On the other hand, the “retrospective
appreciation of the past” suggests that, in the past, a large volume of events in a span of time
appears to pass slowly to those in the present. For example, looking at the whole of human
history in the present seems like an expansive amount of time. Correspondingly, a smaller
number of events in a span of time during the past seems shorter in the present.93 Thus, the
passage of time fluctuates depending on human perspective. In the moment, time may seem to
pass slowly; however, from a future perspective, time may seem to have moved faster in the past.
The Philosophy of Duration describes the flux and movement of time from a human
perspective. It does not, however, negate the futurity of time. Instead, it advocates for the future
as the most important aspect of time. The future both clarifies and explains the past and directs
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the present. This emphasis on future-driven time aligns with the Thomistic explanation of time as
a succession of durations and a measure of movement. Succession implies futurity, while
movement for non-infinite beings can only flow forward. We, as humans, cannot return to the
past, nor can we skip ahead to the future. We can only move forward within the bounds of linear
time. Thus, human time, for both Messiaen and Aquinas is limited by the bounds of time. Again,
I return to Ecclesiastes: “There is a time for everything and a season for every activity under the
heavens”.94
Superimposed Times: Physiological Time and Psychological Time
Just as Messiaen described his superimposed rhythms and modes, so does he describe the
superimposition of time. In Traité, he describes the superimposition of time as an amalgamation
of time, the expansion of the universe, stellar time, the distance of the stars from Earth, the
movements of the stars, the relativity of stellar events, geological time, and human time
(physiological and psychological). For the purposes of this paper, I will focus on human time, as
it relates to the Thomistic theory on non-corporeal bodies in time.
Messiaen begins his section on “human time” in Traité with a quote from the French surgeon
and biologist, Alexis Carrel.
The lifetime of a human being, just like his size, varies according to the unit that
measures him. It is very long if we compare ourselves to mice or butterflies, very short in
relation to the life of an oak, and insignificant when it is placed within the historical
framework of the Earth. We measure it by the movement of clock hands on the surface of
its dial. It is then evaluated in units of solar time; and it encompasses approximately
twenty-five thousand days.95
Carrel presents an explanation of “human time” similar to Messiaen’s “Philosophy of Duration”.
He notes that for each person, time varies. Furthermore, he explains the relativity of time in
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terms of duration. Comparatively, humans experience time at a much slower rate than insects or
animals. On the other hand, human life seems insignificant in relation to the life-span of the
Earth or the whole of human history. These two points reiterate Messiaen’s theories of “sense of
present duration” and “retrospective appreciation of the past”. Finally, Carrel expresses human
time through movement. He states that humans measure time first “by the movement of the clock
hands”, then through units of solar time (the Earth’s rotations around the sun). Through the
natural rotations of the Earth, humans divide durations to mark the passing of time. Durational
divisions range from the smallest unit of a second, to the span of an entire lifetime.
Consequently, the notion of time as the division of duration and the successive movement from
duration to duration pervades Messiaen’s definitions of rhythm and time, as well as the
Thomistic definition of time as successive movements.
Physiological Time
In a continuation of human time, Messiaen divides human time into “physiological” and
“psychological” time. He quotes Alexis Carrel’s definition of physiological time as
a fixed dimension, made up of the series of all the organic modifications that occur in the
human body, from the moment of conception until death. It can also be thought of as a
movement, like the successive states that construct our dimension under the eyes of the
observer.96
Again, Messiaen, through the words of Carrel, defines time through successive movement. In
this case, “movement” implies the subtle organic and biological shifts that occur within the
human body. This theory heavily suggests a Thomistic theory of time as a function of successive
movements within corporeal bodies. He rests his case with Carrel’s words, moving on to
Psychological Time.
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Psychological Time
In an attempt to describe “Psychological Time”, Messiaen returns to his discussion on the “sense
of present duration” and the “retrospective appreciation of the past” to solidify his argument that
human time consists of a series of successive movements that appear to move faster or slower,
depending on the perspective of either the past or the present. Thus, Messiaen’s “Philosophy of
Duration” and definition of “Psychological Time” appear to deliver the same message: time
indicates a succession of movements, unique to corporeal beings, that differ during the various
seasons of life. Messiaen discussed psychological time as unburdened by directionality or
linearity, “Psychological time, or time of thought, goes in all senses: forwards, backwards, cut in
pieces…in the life of the resurrection we will live in a duration malleable and transformable.” 97
Thus, both Physiological and Psychological time define human time as successive movement. In
the case of Physiological Time, the movement occurs within the human body. Psychological
Time refers to the perceived movements of time from different points of duration in a human
lifetime. Both deal with the definition of time as a uniquely corporeal experience that deals with
movement at the biological and psychological levels.
In Summa Theologica, St. Thomas Aquinas defines time in terms of successive movement.
He states, “For since succession occurs in every movement, and one part comes after another, the
fact that we reckon before and after in movement, makes us apprehend time….”98 Therefore, the
succession that transpires in every movement (both physiological and psychological) creates a
“before” and “after”. The concept of a “before” and an “after” results in our understanding of
time. Without succession, time could not exist and everything would be continuous or eternal.
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Furthermore, Aquinas argues that time only applies to corporeal beings. Because God does not
possess an immediate corporeal form (excluding Jesus the man), he remains immutable and
omnipresent. Thus, he cannot exist within time. Moreover, the limited motion of human time
does not apply to God. He exists in all times and all places at once. Therefore, he exceeds the
limitations of time. In other words, “God is everywhere, and in all things, inasmuch as He is
boundless and infinite.”99. God’s omnipotence places him outside of time altogether. He both
exists in eternity and is eternity. Humans, on the other hand, possess natural movement, and can
only move within the limited bounds of time. Aquinas also makes a clear distinction between the
divine and what he terms “natural” or “corporeal” bodies. As previously stated, he defines the
movement of natural bodies as successive or forward-directed. Moreover, he expresses natural
bodies in terms of time, stating that “movement and time are whole, not actually but
successively.…”100. In other words, movement defines the succession of time, and “human time”
only demonstrates successive movement. Thus, natural bodies exist only within the bounds of
time.
So, every natural body has a greater or smaller determinate quantity. Hence it is
impossible for a natural body to be infinite. The same appears from movement; because
every natural body has some natural movement; whereas an infinite body could not have
any natural movement; neither direct, because nothing moves naturally by a direct
movement unless it is out of its place; and this could not happen to an infinite body, for it
would occupy every place, and thus every place would be indifferently in its own
place.101
Aquinas asserts that infinite bodies cannot move in directional or circular motion, because they
exist everywhere at once. Messiaen departs from Aquinas on this point. He associates circularity
with the eternal. The cyclical patterns in his music never reach conclusion, seemingly lacking a
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beginning and ending or a “before” and “after”. Messiaen does, however, acknowledge the nondirectional movement of the divine. He states that the immutable and indivisible God exists
outside of time. Moreover, God exists in the simultaneous whole of eternity, meaning he exists
outside of the whole of time. In this way, Messiaen and Aquinas acknowledge the omnipresence
of God.
Indivisibility and Numbering
Finally, prime numbers and the numbering of successive values provide another point of
connection between Thomistic scholarship and Messiaen’s philosophies on time and eternity.
Aquinas deals with the infinite and time in terms of division and numbering. In turn, Messiaen
translates these concepts into his musical language, utilizing prime number groups and
symmetrical permutations to weave God’s indivisibility into his music.
In Thomistic scholarship, God’s infinite nature originates in his continuous, uninterrupted,
and non-successive existence. His omnipresence allows him to exist in every place and every
time at once, making him indivisible. Therefore, his indivisibility reasserts his infiniteness. St.
Thomas Aquinas describes God’s omnipresence,
God is in every place; and this is to be everywhere. First, as He is in all things giving
them being, power and operation; so He is in every place as giving it existence and
locative power. Again, things placed are in place, inasmuch as they fill place; and God
fills every place; not, indeed, like a body, for a body is said to fill place inasmuch as it
excludes the co-presence of another body; whereas by God being in a place, others are
not thereby excluded from it; indeed, by the very fact that He gives being to the things
that fill every place, He Himself fills every place.102
Furthermore, Aquinas goes on to interpret the indivisibility of God within the realm of time and
eternity. He states that, because eternal beings exist outside of the realm of time, they remain
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indivisible. The movement of corporeal beings within the realm of time implies divisibility, as
movement indicates the division of durations (time). Thus, incorporeal beings do not exist within
the realm of time, rather, they interact with time from the outside. Aquinas describes this as a
type of indivisibility, stating
Another kind of the indivisible is outside of the whole genus of the continuous; and in
this way incorporeal substances, like God, angel and soul, are called indivisible. Such a
kind of indivisible does not belong to the continuous, as a part of it, but as touching it by
its power; hence, according as its power can extend itself to one or to many, to a small
thing, or to a great one, in this way it is in one or in many places, and in a small or large
place.103
Therefore, Aquinas describes the indivisibility of God as an inherent quality of his infiniteness.
The only exception, of course, being the physical manifestation of God on Earth. Jesus the man,
an important symbol in Messiaen’s music, symbolizes God reaching into the realm of time,
“touching it by its power.”104 Thus, in works like Quatour, references to Jesus as “eternal” and
“immortal” suggest Jesus’s resurrection and ascent to heaven, not his identity as “Jesus the man”.
For Messiaen, the indivisibility of God manifests itself most fervently in the power of prime
numbers. Prime numbers, by nature, are not divisible. They stand as symbols of God’s
indivisibility. In one of his conversations with Claude Samuel, Messiaen described his
fascination with prime numbers, “Even as a child I loved prime numbers which, by the simple
fact of not being divisible into equal fractions, emitted an occult power (for you know divinity is
not divisible…).”105 Messiaen often utilized rhythmic groups comprised of 3,5,7,11, or 13 eighth
notes or sixteenth notes. These groups, especially when combined with added values or pedal
groups, create the off-balance, ametric pulse that undermines time in Messiaen’s music. The
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prime number groups provide a deeper level of religious symbolism. Messiaen favored the prime
numbers 3, 5, and 7 for their associations with both Christianity and Hinduism. Groups of three
rhythmic values depict the Holy Trinity and groups of five rhythmic values indicate the
Resurrection of Christ. The number seven represents the final day of creation and the transition
into eternity. The six days of creation are sanctified by the divine seventh day, and the sabbath
extends into eternity. The number seven connects Messiaen’s prime number symbolism with the
Thomistic view that God’s indivisibility defines his infiniteness. As a prime number, seven
cannot be divided. Similarly, as the sabbath, seven marks God’s day of rest and the end of a
human span of time (a week). Seven also finds association with Christ, as a mix of both the
divine and the human. It marks a divide between the realm of continuous time (human time) and
eternity. The seventh day of creation marks the end of Christ’s time as a human and his
ascension into eternity.
The theories on time, eternity, and God of St. Thomas Aquinas form the foundation of
Messiaen’s understanding of these concepts. In addition to the writings of Alexis Carrel, Albert
Einstein, and Henri Bergeson, Summa Theologica greatly inspired Messiaen’s philosophical
writings and compositional techniques dealing with the end of time. In order to undermine time,
he created musical techniques that removed all sense of direction and succession of movement.
Instead, he replaced these notions with symmetrical and cyclical structures. These structures
reflect the “uniformity of what is outside of movement”, as they lack the future-directedness of
“human time”. Instead, they point to the omnipresent, non-directed, movement of God.
Similarly, Messiaen’s pedal groups (harmonic, melodic, and rhythmic) act as snapshots of a
larger, simultaneous whole, find reinforcement in the Thomistic theory that “eternity has no
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succession, being simultaneously whole.”106 Thus, these cyclical patterns that never return to the
beginning stand as a metaphor for the simultaneity and immutability of eternity. Additionally,
Messiaen utilized extremely slow tempos, added rhythmic values, and long durational values to
create the same effect of continuity. All of these techniques prolong the durations and rate of
succession between rhythmic and note values, and, in turn, mimic the uniformity of eternity.
These elements of Messiaen’s musical style attempt to undermine time through a lack of
successive movement. Echoing the words of St. Thomas Aquinas, “But whatever is wholly
immutable can have no succession, so it has no beginning, and no end.”107
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Chapter 5: Application of Thomism to Messiaen’s Musical Language
The description of divine ubiquity, the attribution of [God’s] being to every place, are
Thomistic concepts. To you, the successive is simultaneous, these terms, which describe
the difference between time and eternity, are my own, but the belong to the ideas of St.
Thomas Aquinas. Moreover, they express the same longing for an eternal present that one
finds in my Quartet for the End of Time and in many of my other works.108
Messiaen used his musical language to undermine time and portray eternity. Each component
contains some degree of religious symbolism that “serves the dogmas of the Catholic liturgy.”109
His music attempts to mimic the concepts of time and eternity by exploring the limitations of
time and the limitlessness of eternity. In doing so, he undermines time through his creation “of a
musical language that was unique in its exploration of rhythm and colour, and he believed that
the resulting music helped prepare one for eternity with God.”110 Messiaen eliminates rhythmic
regularity, equal division, and repetitions to foster a degree of autonomy in his rhythmic,
melodic, and harmonic elements. This produces an ametricality in his music that blurs the
directionality of time. His use of added rhythmic values and augmented and diminished rhythms
produces the same effect.
As previously stated in this paper, Messiaen utilized non-retrogradable rhythms, the modes of
limited transposition, and symmetrical permutations to demonstrate symmetry and circularity in
his music. These three techniques, termed the “charm of impossibilities” by Messiaen, make up a
“trinity of symbols”.111 They express the eternal unification of the Holy Trinity, and stand as
Messiaen’s most innovative musical elements. Each of these elements presents both a musical
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and mathematical impossibility. Non-retrogradable rhythms feature rhythmic figures that read
the same forwards and backwards, generating a bilateral symmetry. Messiaen’s modes of limited
transpositions are comprised of overlapping, symmetrical groups of notes within each mode. The
modes, made up of a series of micro-transpositions, present a limited number of transpositions.
Finally, symmetrical permutations, also known as the “chromatic scale of durations”, subsist of
an ascending series of note lengths, re-ordered in a pattern. Messiaen subjects this pattern to a
series of re-orderings. This results in a “folding in” or “folding out” of note values that creates a
limited number of permutations. The symmetry in these permutations reduces the number of
permutational possibilities from an immense quantity to a limited number of permutations. The
symmetrical elements “form a closed circuit, bringing each musical innovation back to its origin.
And therein, Messiaen found the power of his charm.”112 Thus, Messiaen used the power of his
“charm of impossibilities” to break the bounds of temporality and reach toward eternity.
Harmonically, Messiaen’s special chords and the limited modes of transpositions possess a
“dazzlement” quality that he associated with stained-glass windows. Messiaen “believed that this
effect of dazzlement occurs when colors and sounds combine in a colored emotion to form a new
reality, a reality closer to eternity. His sound-colors reach beyond the temporal world to
anticipate the “perpetual dazzlement” of heaven, which he envisioned as “an eternal music of
colors, an eternal color of musics.””113 The “dazzlement” occurs with the manifestation of the
divine in human time, such as Jesus the man or Angels appearing on Earth. For Messiaen, the
sound-colors inherent in the various transpositions of his modes and his special chords symbolize
moments of spiritual intensity that breakthrough eternity and into human time. These moments
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provide a “breakthrough to the beyond”, uniting humans with God. Messiaen accomplishes this
breakthrough through shifting harmonic textures, tempos, rhythms, dynamics, articulations. As
he traverses through different modes and their transpositions, the range and intensity of color
blends together, like the pieces of a stained-glass window. His special chords shift the harmonic
textures and colors in Messiaen’s music. They provide a vast array, or a “theological rainbow” of
color. For Messiaen, the “theological rainbow” points to an infinite number of possible color
combinations, through the use of the modes of limited transpositions and special chords.
Messiaen’s use of prime numbers stands as one of his most powerful forms of religious
symbolism. Not only does he demonstrate God’s indivisibility and infiniteness through prime
numbers, but he uses numbers to directly portray the divine. Based on traditional Christian
symbols, he incorporates elements of Christ, the Holy Trinity, creation, and the resurrection in
the number of durations, the number of pedal groups, chords, or notes in a cycle, and even the
number of movements in a piece. Prime number symbolism permeates Messiaen’s music from
his earliest compositions to Messe de Pentecôte. It appears frequently throughout Quatour in the
number of durational values, the repetitions of pedal groups in a cycle, and the number of
movements in the entire work. Similarly, Messiaen’s pedal groups provide another symbol of
eternity in his musical language. The cyclical movement of his rhythmic, harmonic, and melodic
pedals indicate “snapshots” of eternity. They lack a clear “before” and “after”, as the pedals
appear to begin and end in the middle of a cycle. Thus, they appear outside of time, lacking the
basic succession of movement (“before” and “after”) integral to both Aquinas’ and Messiaen’s
definitions of time. Instead, the elements of rhythm, harmony, and melody possess a degree of
autonomy, moving independent and out-of-sync of one another.
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Finally, Messiaen attempted to undermine time with the symmetrical contours of birdsong.
His birdsong melodies feature symmetrical elements from the most basic, rhythmic level to the
overarching form of entire sections of birdsong. Additionally, Messiaen viewed birds as the
closest to God within the divine hierarchy. He believed birdsong most closely resembled the
music of the heavens. Furthermore, Messiaen surrounded sections of light, improvisatory
birdsong with slow, static music to provide contrast between the infiniteness of birds and the
drudgery of human time. Messiaen’s theory of psychological time applies to the contrast between
these two sections, as the listener perceives the static music to move at a slower rate than it
actually does. Similarly, the sudden tempo change in the birdsong sections shifts the perception
of time, moving suddenly faster. Hence, Messiaen attempts to portray the different perceptions of
human time, infinite symmetry, and divine symbolism through bird song.
All of these techniques undermine temporality and demonstrate a sense of the eternal through
the elimination of the “before” and “after” in Messiaen’s music. Temporality becomes muddled,
and the linear lens of time dissipates. In the words of David Greene, “Linear temporality
(whether rectilinear or curvilinear) presupposes the validity of a contrast between starting and
finishing, and is therefore undermined.…”114 Messiaen’s symmetrical structures blur the divide
between past, present, and future. In this sense, they echo the words of the angel: “There will be
Time no more.”
Charm of Impossibilities
The direction of time, where there is a series consisting of antecedent and consequent or
one term being earlier than another, is asymmetrical. The introduction of symmetry at
whatever level undermines this.115
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Symmetry stands as Messiaen’s strongest portrayal of eternity. It exists in each element of the
“charm of impossibilities”, and it depicts the omnipresent continuity of eternity. All of his
symmetric structures, from the micro level of pitch set relationships to the macro level of form,
eliminate the sense of beginning and ending. Messiaen weaves together an intricate tapestry of
symmetry at the melodic, harmonic, rhythmic, and structural levels. He saw symmetrical
structures in every aspect of life, from the Church doors of French Cathedrals to the wings of a
butterfly. From his own musical language to the birdsong the transcribed, symmetry permeated
his day to day life.
He saw palindromes in the symmetry of Gothic and Romanesque Cathedrals, in certain
words contained in ancient magic spells, and in the wings of a butterfly. All three
connections, religion, magic, and nature, grant the palindrome additional power to
transport one to a ‘default truth’.…116
In other words, symmetry symbolizes more than religious eternity in Messiaen’s music. It
signifies his connection to nature and his fascination with mysticism in conjunction with his
faith.
Messiaen’s “charm of impossibilities” describes the symmetrical connection between nonretrogradable rhythms, the modes of limited transpositions, and symmetrical permutations. These
three compositional techniques form a “Trinity” of mathematically and musically impossibilities
in Messiaen’s music. Bound by the limitation of impossibility, these three concepts portray
eternity through a lack of infinite possibilities. The “charm” of the impossibilities arises from the
palindromic structure and the limited number of possibilities in each of these techniques. Where
non-retrogradable rhythms and the modes of limited transpositions form natural symmetrical
structures, symmetrical permutations exhibit a calculated, preconceived attempt by the composer
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to manipulate time. Symmetrical permutations stand as a symbol of Messiaen’s post-war, mature
style of time manipulation. Messiaen describes the phenomena of symmetry in his music as a
direct result of the “charm of impossibilities”. He describes this as,
…a glistening music…giving to the aural sense of voluptuously refined pleasures. At the
same time, this music should be able to express some noble sentiments (and especially
the most noble of all, the religious sentiments exalted by the theology and the truths of
our Catholic faith). This charm, at once voluptuous and contemplative, resides
particularly in certain mathematical impossibilities of the modal and rhythmic domains.
Modes which cannot be transposed beyond a certain number of transpositions, because
one always falls again into the same notes; rhythms which cannot be used in retrograde,
because in such a case one finds the same order of values again, these are two striking
impossibilities…Immediately one notices the analogy of these two impossibilities and
how they complement one another, the rhythms realizing in the horizontal direction
(retrogradation) what the modes realize in the vertical direction (transposition).117
As Messiaen states, the “charm of impossibilities” describe the truths of the Catholic faith
through music, with a focus on eternity. All three processes represent instances of limitation, as
they cannot “proceed beyond a certain point of development.”118 Non-retrogradable rhythms
limit the forward-motion of time, blurring the distinction between beginning and end and before
and after. In this sense, non-retrogradable rhythms move both forwards and backwards in an
infinite time loop. Applied to Messiaen’s music, they represent the symmetrical and cyclical
motion of eternity. Messiaen’s modes of limited transpositions contain the word “limited” in
their name. They feature a symmetrical structure, as well as a limited number of transpositions.
Eventually, the modes return back to the original scale, similar to the cyclical structure of Indian
râgas and pedal group cycles. This circularity of movement implies a symmetry in the process of
transposition. Similarly, each mode divides into symmetrical groups of notes. The last note of
each group elides with the first group of the next, creating another symmetrical element of
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structure. The number of notes in each group varies depending on the mode. Because the modes
of limited transpositions eventually return to the original scale, they lack a clear “before” and
“after”. Because of this, they represent another symbol of eternity, rather than time. Finally,
Messiaen’s symmetrical permutations contain a limited number of permutations, before returning
back to the original material. This technique involves the re-ordering or “permutation” of the
durations in a rhythmic figure, scale, or pattern. Messiaen repeats the process of re-ordering,
maintaining the same re-ordering pattern. Like the modes of limited transpositions, the symmetry
of the permutation limits the possible number of permutations. After a small number of
permutations, the scale eventually returns to its original form. In creating this process, Messiaen
reduced the number of possible permutations of the durations in a scale from a number nearing
infinity, to a smaller, limited number.
Thus, Messiaen’s “charm of impossibilities” express mathematical and musical
impossibilities through structural symmetry. All three techniques (non-retrogradable rhythms,
modes of limited transpositions, and symmetrical permutations) “form a closed circuit, brining
each musical innovation back to its origin.”119 The collective circularity of these systems
describes the “charm” and enchantment of Messiaen’s religious symbolism. In his quest to
symbolize the divine, he found that circularity and symmetry proved the best way to represent
eternity. As a result, the “charm of impossibilities” stands as one of the most tangible examples
of religious symbolism in his musical language. These elements permeate Messiaen’s music,
displaying eternity from the most micro rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic structures to the
largest formal structures. In other words, “with the power he perceived in his “charm of
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impossibilities”, Messiaen attempted to transcend the temporal limitations of his music, to
express his faith as he aspired towards eternity.”120
Non-retrogradable Rhythms: Origins
Messiaen found influence for his non-retrogradable rhythms in both ancient Hindu rhythms
and in the music of Stravinsky. According to Robert Sherlaw Johnson, in his article “Rhythmic
Technique and Symbolism in the Music of Olivier Messiaen”, Messiaen first discovered nonretrogradable rhythms, added values, and rhythms in augmentation and diminution in
Sharngadeva’s ancient treatise on Indian Classical deçi-tâlas. He favored the deçi-tâlas numbered
93(rāgavardhana), 22 (candrakalá), and 88 (laksmīsa). All of these rhythmic figures appear in his
early works, including Quatour pour la fin du Temps. They also form the basis of Messiaen’s
most common non-retrogradable rhythm formulae. In some cases, Messiaen weaved all three
rhythmic cells together, to create a series of non-retrogradable rhythms. He modified the original
Indian classical rhythms mold them into his rhythmic vision. The most common of his nonretrogradable rhythms derives from a modification of the rāgavardhana rhythm. In the words of
Johnson, Messiaen
turned it backwards and divided the resulting first long value into three equal values. In
this form, the rhythm consists of a cell of three equal values, followed by a cell of three
half-values, with a short value added to the second duration of the second cell to make an
irregular diminution of the first cell. The second cell is also a non-retrogradable
rhythm.121

120
121

Ibid., 86.
Johnson, “Rhythmic Technique and Symbolism”, 122-123.

61

Figure 28. Messiaen’s alteration of the Rāgavardhana tâla
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In The Technique of My Musical Language, Messiaen outlines this process through a series of
musical examples reproduced in Figure 29. Number 3 indicates the original rhythm, while
number 4 demonstrates the process of turning the rhythm backwards. Number 5 demonstrates the
process of dividing the long value into three, equal values. Messiaen maintained the second half
of the rhythm, creating a modified rhythm of two non-retrogradable rhythms. The other two
tâlas, laksmīsa and candrakalá, demonstrate Messiaen’s process of duration manipulation. He
later perfected this technique using his symmetrical permutations.
Later in life, Messiaen revisited the symbolic significance of his non-retrogradable rhythms in
Traité de Rythme, de Couleur, et d’Ornithologie. In the first volume of Traité, he discusses
ancient Hindu rhythms and their role in his music. Messiaen’s analysis delves into the depths of
ancient Hindu music theory, ascribing both Christian and Hindu symbolism to particular tâlas,
prime numbers, and rhythmic combinations. As an entire study could focus on this single chapter
of Traité, I will focus my discussion on non-retrogradable rhythms. Though many of the ancient
Hindu deçi-tâlas present variations of non-retrogradable rhythms, Messiaen points to “Dhenkî”
as one of the oldest non-retrogradable rhythms. In his discussion of Hindu rhythms, Messiaen
describes the Hindu terms for rhythmic notation. He describes the Hindu value “guru” as equal to
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a quarter note, “laghu” as equal to an eighth note, and “mâtra” as equal to an entire rhythmic
cell.123 Noted in Figure 30, Dhenkî presents a simple, but powerful representation of nonretrogradation. Similarly, the number of eighth note subdivisions (laghu) in the Dhenkî deçi-tâla
possesses its own number symbolism that appears relevant to both Hindu and Christian
symbolism.

Figure 29. Dhenkî tâla
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Messiaen describes Dhenkî as a word that signifies
the apparatus for shelling rice. This apparatus is generally handled by two women, one on
the right, the other on the left, the apparatus between the two. Similarly, here the laghu is
placed between the two gurus. Our tâla perhaps also reproduces the movement of the
apparatus caused by the two women during the shelling…It is doubtlessly very old, like
all the rhythms based on the number five, the number of fingers of the hand. The Dhenkî
(I repeat with conviction) is the oldest, the simplest and the most natural of the nonretrogradable rhythms.125
Thus, even the origin of the word Dhenkî describes two symmetrical structures joined together
by a common middle structure. The Dhenkî rhythm, in addition to its symmetrical structure,
demonstrates religious number symbolism. Comprised of five “laghu”, or eighth notes, it
represents both the Hindu god Shiva and Christ. Shiva, the god of death, relates to Christ through
the concept of death and resurrection. Shiva encompasses both the light and dark aspects of
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death. Analogously, Christ represents both death and resurrection. Hence, Dhenkî symbolizes the
eternal through Christ’s resurrection. The symbolism in this case is twofold. Christ’s death
represents a break with the human realm of time. Next, the Dhenkî symbolizes Christ’s
resurrection, and in turn, his ascension into eternity. Additionally, as a prime number, five
represents the indivisibility of God as an eternal being. The five durations in Dhenkî solidifies its
importance as an image of eternity. Thus, Dhenkî reinforces a sense of eternity through its nonretrogradable structure, its numerical representation of Christ and Shiva, and its prime number
symbolism.
Dhenkî appears throughout Quatour, most notably in ‘Danse de la fureur’. The primary
rhythm in ‘Danse’ presents the Dhenkî rhythm, originally quarter note-eighth-quarter note, in
diminution. Additionally, the Dhenkî rhythm stands as the common value at the center of a larger
non-retrogradable cell. Messiaen presents different augmented and diminished versions of the
Dhenkî rhythm throughout the movement, in groups of either 5, 7, 11, or 13 semiquavers. These
prime numbers, presented in symmetrical groups of non-retrogradable rhythms, represent the
indivisibility and infinite nature of God. These forms of symbolism align with the Thomistic
presentation of God as both eternal and indivisible.
Similarly, Messiaen found inspiration in Stravinsky’s treatment of rhythm in Sacre du
Printemps. He first analyzed the work in 1930, becoming enamored with Stravinsky’s technique
of expanding and contracting rhythmic motives. This work both fascinated Messiaen and
ultimately influenced his rhythmic language. The first musical example in The Technique of My
Musical Language, an excerpt from ‘Danse Sacrale’ from Sacre du Printemps, demonstrates
Stravinsky’s treatment of rhythm as motivic. Similarly, it presents examples of both nonretrogradable rhythms and rhythmic expansion and contraction. Messiaen places the Sacre
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example next to an example of Indian classical rhythms to compare the processes of rhythmic
augmentation and diminution. In Traité, Messiaen discusses the non-retrogradable rhythms in
Sacre as a result of expansion and contraction. He notes the presence of the non-retrogradable
Hindu tâla Vijaya in the trumpet parts of Sacre. Messiaen describes Stravinsky’s rhythms in
Sacre as a result of the “augmentation of the central value.”126 Hence, non-retrogradable rhythms
can form through the processes of augmentation and diminution of the central value of a rhythm.
Similarly, Messiaen notes that non-retrogradable rhythms also form through “enlarging or
diminishing the extreme values or groups of extreme values symmetrically from right to left.”127
Figure 31 provides an example of the Vijaya rhythm. Figures 32 and 33 illustrate Messiaen’s use
of Sacre to demonstrate augmentation and diminution of values in Technique and the formation
non-retrogradable rhythms through the same processes in Traité.

Figure 30. Vijaya tâla
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Figure 31. Examples of rhythmic augmentation and diminution in Sacre du Printemps
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Figure 32. Examples of rhythmic augmentation and diminution in Sacre du Printemps
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Non-retrogradable Rhythms: Symmetry
Ian Darbyshire, in his article “Messiaen and the Representation of the Theological Illusion of
Time”, discusses the symmetry of non-retrogradable rhythms. He states that the symmetrical
nature of non-retrogradable rhythms provides,
no intrinsic difference of left and right, which means that position, direction, left, and
right are relative concepts. The application of this notion to time would suggest that there
is no intrinsic difference in the flow of time from past to future or from future to past:
physical laws would be symmetrical in relation to backward or forward motion, so that
reversal of time would return one to the original state of a given system.131
In other words, non-retrogradable rhythms do not exhibit a “before” and “after”, the defining
aspect of time for both Messiaen and Aquinas. Instead, they undermine the past, present, and
future of linear time with non-successive and non-linear movement. As successive movement
defines time for both Messiaen and Aquinas, the directional ambiguity of non-retrogradable
rhythms symbolizes the eternal. They lack movement, direction, and temporality, existing as
small instances of eternity.
Non-retrogradable rhythms and structures create a horizontal symmetry, blurring the linearity
of time through “unity of movement”. Messiaen defines “unity of movement” as a rhythmic
passage where “the beginning and end are confused because identical.”132 Thus, the rhythmic
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cells exist in absolute retrogradability, reading the same in either direction. They “collapse
inwards towards eternity” and provide the ultimate form of symmetry.133 Furthermore, the
horizontal symmetry in non-retrogradable rhythms deals with time in terms of duration. The
durations occur only once, and, “in moving backwards still move forwards … imitating eternity
beyond time.”134 The duration as a one-time occurrence marks the forward motion of time, while
the infinite reversibility of the event suggests an infinite loop. Similarly, non-retrogradable
rhythms share a common value at the center of each rhythm. Jean Marie Wu, in her article
“Mystical Symbols of Faith: Olivier Messiaen’s Charm of Impossibilities”, describes the
common central values in non-retrogradable rhythms as an instance of “closed circuity”. Wu
explains closed circuity as “caused by the relationship of the two outer groups of values,
identical or symmetrical retrogrades of each other, which when linked by a common central
value, form a non-retrogradable rhythm.”135 Hence, closed circuity strengthens the
“impossibility” of non-retrogradable rhythms with the existence of a common value at the core
of these structures. This common rhythm at the center of a non-retrogradable rhythm or series of
rhythms sets the point of departure for retrogradation, displaying the double retrograde that
makes up the entire rhythmic cell. In these rhythms, the retrograde does not actually exist.
Instead, the non-retrogradability derives from two retrogrades that form one non-retrogradable
rhythm from the common value. In a sense, this common value symbolizes the break between
the realms of time and eternity, with the divine at the center of the divide. As noted by both
Messiaen and Aquinas, the divine does not exist within time, but rather touches it from the
outside. The common value in a non-retrogradable rhythm both functions as a part of the
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retrograde of each symmetrical side of the rhythm, as well as the linking value that creates the
entire symmetry of the rhythm. The following figures, taken from ‘Danse de la fureur, pour les
sept trompettes’, exemplify non-retrogradable rhythms and their common values. The common
figures appear inside the black boxes, and the entire non-retrogradable rhythms are delineated by
the blue boxes. Symmetrical rhythms appear on either side of the middle, common values in each
example. Figure 36 displays a series of non-retrogradable rhythms that overlap. The red box in
this example delineates a non-retrogradable rhythm that appears offset by the added value in the
previous measure.

Figure 33. Non-retrogradable rhythms with common value
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Figure 34. Non-retrograde rhythms with common value
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Figure 35. Series of non-retrogradable rhythms with common values
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Thus, non-retrogradable rhythms exist as a musical palindrome, clouding the distinction between
past, present, and future. They suggest cyclical or circular movement, rather than the typical
linear, forward-motion of metric music. Closed circularity denotes an absence of progression in
non-retrogradable rhythms. It opposes the successive movements of time, pointing instead
toward eternity. Accordingly, closed circularity
mirrors (Messiaen’s) belief in the unchanging truth of eternity. The unifying effect of the
closed circuitry reflects his belief in the unity of eternity, where man will be united with
God. And from this circular construction, Messiaen beautifully harnessed the power of
time and sound to convey his mystical experience of heaven.139
The non-retrogradable rhythms in the piano part of ‘Liurgie de cristal’ present an excellent
example of the circularity of horizontal symmetry. As the rhythmic pedal progresses, the
individual cells present a series of non-retrogradable rhythms that halt the forward-flowing
movement of linear time. Instead, they create small scale cyclical movements within the larger
pedal group cycle. Figure 37 shows the non-retrogradable rhythms and the rhythmic pedal in
‘Liturgie de cristal’. The boxes indicate the groups of non-retrogradable rhythms. Note the
rhythmic pedal both begins and ends the same way, suggesting a non-retrogradable structure.
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Figure 36. Non-retrogradable rhythms in ‘Liturgie de cristal’, piano part
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Thus, the “rhythmic palindromes offer themselves as signifiers of eternity, of the state that the
Angel of the Apocalypse circumscribes with the words: “There will be time no more”.”141 In this
way, Messiaen links these concepts to the “theological rainbow”, using his musical language to
symbolize the eternal and infinite nature of the Divine.
Relationship between Non-retrogradable Rhythms and The Modes of Limited
Transpositions
Where non-retrogradable rhythms provide a horizontal form of symmetry in their palindromic
structure, the modes of limited transpositions exhibit vertical (harmony) symmetry within the
division of the scale. Each mode (and its transpositions) is made up of symmetrical groups of
notes that elide with the next group of notes in the scale. Thus, the modes present another form
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of symmetry in Messiaen’s music. These two techniques complement each other, one creating
rhythmic symmetry, and the other providing a mixture of harmonic and melodic symmetry.
In Technique, Messiaen further elaborates on the symmetrical link between non-retrogradable
rhythms and the modes of limited transpositions. He discusses them in the first chapter as a
description of the “charm of impossibilities”, as well as his chapter on rhythm. This relationship
proves crucial in analyzing symmetry as a means toward the infinite in Messiaen’s music. He
states,
These modes realize in the vertical direction (transposition)what non-retrogradable
rhythms realize in the horizontal direction (retrogradation)…These modes cannot be
transposed because they are, without polytonality, in the modal atmosphere of several
keys at once and contain in themselves small transpositions; these rhythms cannot be
retrograded because they contain in themselves small retrogradations. These modes are
divisible into symmetrical groups; these rhythms also, with this difference: the symmetry
of the rhythmic groups is a retrograde symmetry. Let us think now of the hearer of our
modal and rhythmic music; he will not have time at the concert to inspect the nontranspositions and the non-retrogradations, and, at that moment, these questions will not
interest him further; to be charmed will be his only desire. And that is precisely what will
happen; in spite of himself he will submit to the strange charm of impossibilities: a
certain effect of tonal ubiquity in the non-transposition, a certain unity of movement
(where beginning and end are confused because identical) in the non-retrogradation, all
things which will lead him progressively to that sort of theological rainbow which the
musical language, of which we seek edification and theory, attempts to be.142
Furthermore, Messiaen discusses “tonal ubiquity” and “unity of movement” in his musical
language. Tonal ubiquity refers to the polytonal aspects of the modes of limited transpositions.
Though they traverse multiple keys at once, the modes of limited transpositions do not appear
polytonal. Instead, they drift between key areas, enhancing or tonicizing some keys above others.
This harmonic murkiness causes a lack of tension and resolution. Thus, the music appears to drift
from key to key, never fully reaching an endpoint. In this sense, the modes of limited
transpositions obscure a sense of beginning, ending, and forward-motion. Without a clear
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destination, the music transcends time, reaching into eternity. Unity of movement refers to the
palindromic structure of non-retrogradable rhythms. Their bi-lateral symmetry creates a
unification of movement that never progresses forward. It remains infinitely stuck in a
continuous loop. Messiaen defines the “charm of impossibilities” as the melding together of
“non-transpositions” and “non-retrogradations” in his music. The listener, unaware of the
technical workings of non-retrogradable rhythms and the modes of limited transpositions,
“submits to the strange charm of impossibilities” and loses a sense of beginning and end. In turn,
Messiaen exposes the listener to the eternity of the end of time.
Modes of Limited Transpositions
Messiaen’s modes feature tonal ubiquity because of their symmetrical structures. Comprised of
symmetrical divisions of the octave, each scale contains symmetrical groups of notes that elide
with the following group of notes. For example, the second mode of limited transpositions, or the
octatonic scale, divides into four symmetrical groups of three notes each (trichords). In
ascending motion, these trichords divide into two intervals: a semitone and a tone. Each segment
within a mode
can be divided into 4,3, or 2 segments, each of which has the same intervallic structure,
the last note of one segment also being the first note of the next. Such modes are possible
because of the symmetrical structure of the equal-tempered chromatic scale, with its 12
semitones.143
Structurally, the modes “consist of two wings that mirror one another symmetrically.”144 Because
of these symmetrical divisions, the modes face a mathematical limitation. They can only reach a
limited number of transpositions before they return to the original scale. Thus, the symmetrical
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division of the octave gives the modes of limited transposition tonal ambiguity, emphasizing
some tonalities while leaving others unsettled.145 In other words, the more symmetrical the mode,
the more potential and possibility for tonal fluidity and ambiguity.
The tonal ambiguity of the limited modes of transpositions creates a vast palate of color and
timbre; however, it also causes a lack of harmonic tension. Western harmony, from the Baroque
period onward, features music driven by an underlying sense of tension and resolution. Western
forms, beginning with the Da Capo Aria, Ritornello Form, and eventually Sonata Form, rely on
the tension and resolution of harmony to move the music forward. As a result, Western harmonic
progression exemplifies the successive movement of time. Messiaen’s modes aim to contradict
this temporally driven form of harmony. As a result, his music exhibits “a static rather than a
dynamic quality, his harmony existing in a state which is neither tension nor relaxation, the
mood of the movement is captured and transfixed in a timelessness which is implied by the
structure of the music itself.”146 In other words, the vagueness of his modal structures, and their
tendency to “float” amongst multiple tonalities, embodies the eternal. His harmonic structure
creates a murky backdrop that avoids the tonicization of any one key area.
Furthermore, Robert Sherlaw Johnson notes the association between Messiaen’s harmonic
ambiguity and his descriptions of “psychological time”. Just as Messiaen’s harmonic language
produces a sense of vagueness and ambiguity that lacks directionality, so does “psychological
time” change with the ebb and flow of life. “Psychological time” deals with the change of
perspective of the succession of time over the course of life. It lacks a sense of directionality,
because it establishes the movement of time as dependent on the perspective of the past or the
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present. Similarly, Messiaen’s harmonic structure lacks the same directionality, changing the
perspective of “key area” depending on the mode and its transposition. As Messiaen’s modes
“float” through tonalities, “psychological time” drifts through the past and the present.
Messiaen found inspiration in the rhythmic and harmonic structures of ancient Christian
modal music. The church modes lacked the formal rules of overarching resolution that later
developed in and dominated the Baroque period. Rather, early Christian modal music relied on
the approach, treatment, and resolution of dissonant intervals. Harmony in the Medieval and
Renaissance periods was governed by strict rules on the treatment of dissonances and their
resolutions. Additionally, Messiaen was inspired by the rediscovery of modal writing of 19th
century French Impressionist composers such as Ravel and Debussy. The French Impressionist
interest in modes emerged from a re-discovery of plainchant in the late 19th century.
Messiaen’s modes, as well as his special chords, mirror the importance of intervallic
relationships in his pre-war religious music. In his early treatise The Technique of My Musical
Language, Messiaen deems the intervals of a falling augmented fourth and major sixth as the
“first intervals” to choose. His modes reflect this sentiment, with the augmented fourth coloring
much of mode 2 and its transpositions. He states in Technique, “The perfect chord with added
sixth and added augmented fourth will be the typical chord of the second mode of limited
transpositions.”147 Similarly, Messiaen’s special chords rely heavily on fourths and sixths, with
his perfect chord, chord of resonance, and chord of fourths utilizing fourths and sixths in
abundance. Additionally, Messiaen describes the presence of added fourths and sixths in his
chords as a characteristic of the “charm of impossibilities”. The added notes “tint” or color his
harmonic structures, creating an eternal prism of color. He states, “Finally, the relation of notes
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added to chords and values added to rhythms strikes us. The same charm, one somewhat
perverse, is found in these values of supplement which make the rhythm limp deliciously, in
these foreign notes which insidiously transform the tint of the chord.”148
Symmetrical Permutations
Symmetrical Permutations make up the final piece of the “charm of impossibilities” trinity.
Like the modes of limited transpositions, symmetrical permutations achieve symmetry through
limitation. This compositional technique involves the re-ordering of a series of ascending notelengths (durations) into a pattern. Next, the resulting pattern undergoes the same process of reordering, using the same pattern.149 By subjecting the pattern to a series of identical
permutations, the number of possible permutations becomes limited. Much like the modes of
limited transpositions, symmetrical permutations eventually return to the original order. This reordering contradicts the forward-moving, linearity of time. Messiaen “undermines its linear
progression” through the disassociation of duration and order from the note values. Instead, the
constant re-ordering simulates circularity, with an eventual return to the original order. In the
words of Ben Rodgers, “By permutating this scale and subsequently re-numbering the resultant
order, Messiaen undermines its linear progression by severing the connection between the
number as a description of order and as a description of duration.”150
Symmetrical permutations present a re-ordering of time, through the re-ordering of durations.
By removing the significance of numbering, durations no longer exist in the sequence of time.
The “chopping-up” of time presents “a mutilation of time’s reasonable order.”151 The process of
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numbering denotes successive or sequential movement. Thus, the re-ordering of numbered
durations removes the significance of the “before” and “after” in time and undermines any
future-directedness. In Thomistic doctrine, successiveness, or numbering, appears inherent to
time. In Summa Theologica, St. Thomas Aquinas defines time as a change in successiveness, or
the existence of a “before” and after”. He states,
For in any change there is successiveness, one part coming after another, and by
numbering the antecedent and consequent parts of change there arises the notion of time,
which is simply numberedness of before and after in change. So just as numbering an
antecedent and consequent in change produces the notion of time, so awareness of
invariability in something altogether free from change produces the notion of eternity.152
Hence, just as time indicates the successive numbering of durations, eternity indicates a
lack of succession and change. In re-ordering rhythmic durations by the same pattern
repeatedly, Messiaen eliminates the successiveness of time. Similarly, the repeated reordering suggests a lack of change, pointing to the notion of eternity. In a similar vein,
Thomistic scholarship explicitly places the process of numbering in opposition with
eternity. Because God, the only eternal being, created time (and the process of
numbering), numerical succession cannot exist within the eternal. Aquinas states,
But no species of number is infinite; for every number is multitude measured by one.
Hence it is impossible for there to be an actually infinite multitude, either absolute or
accidental. Likewise, multitude in nature is created is comprehended under some clear
intention of the creator; for no agent acts aimlessly. Hence everything created must be
comprehended in a certain number.153
Thus, by eliminating the sequential progression of durational values, Messiaen removes the
significance of order from the patterns, making them compatible with an expression of the
infinite.
Additionally, the processes of re-ordering symmetrical permutations involve a cyclical
motion, similar to the modes of limited transpositions. Messiaen described two primary ways to
re-order durational patterns. First, he suggests the “folding in” of outer values. The outermost
durational values fold inward toward the middle of the sequence. This process continues until the
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durations return to their original order. The second method involves the “folding out” of middle
values to the outer edges of the sequence. This process continues until the durations return to
their original order. These methods, also called closed fan and open fan, reduce the number of
permutational possibilities from a very large number to a much smaller number. Messiaen uses
limitation to draw the possibility of permutation away from infinity in order to create a cyclical
motion that mirrors infinity. The table in Figure 39 demonstrates the processes of “folding out”
and “folding in”.

Figure 37. “Folding in” and “Folding out”
Original Pattern: A-B-C-D
Folding Out
1. C-B-D-A
2. D-B-A-C
3. A-B-C-D
Folding In
1. B-C-A-D
2. C-A-B-D
3. A-B-C-D

The process of symmetrical permutations did not appear in Messiaen’s early treatises or
works. He first mentions rhythmic permutations in Traité Vol.1 as a subset of rhythmic language
and durations. The entire subject matter of Traité Volume III is dedicated to symmetrical
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permutations and their importance in his post-war works Quatre Études de Rythme, Livre
d’Orgue, and Chronochromie. The term “symmetrical permutations” does not apply to
Messiaen’s original “charm of impossibilities” in Technique. However, Messiaen later
incorporated symmetrical permutations into the “charm of impossibilities” in Traité. Though
Messiaen’s early works like Quatour do not explicitly involve symmetrical permutations, they
exemplify Messiaen’s early permutational style. Symmetrical permutations, as previously stated,
involve a series of symmetrical re-orderings to a pattern of durations. Messiaen accomplishes a
similar process through the augmentation and diminution of rhythmic durations. The method of
symmetrical permutations applies a series of repeated and re-ordered rhythmic augmentations
and diminutions to a pattern of durations. Rhythmic augmentation and diminution appear
frequently in Quatour, most notably in ‘Danse de la fureur’. Similar to symmetrical
permutations, rhythmic augmentation and diminution undermine the successive progression of
time by manipulating the consistency of durations. In ‘Danse’, Messiaen presents a series of
rhythmic augmentations and diminutions to a rhythmic pattern that disrupts flow of time. As a
result, the music creates an illusion of moving both forward and backward in time. This
technique reflects Messiaen’s description of “psychological time”, altering the perception of time
through the contraction and expansion of rhythmic duration.
Special Chords: Synesthesia, Chords of Resonance, modes of limited transpositions, and
the beginnings of color chords
These principles of harmonic structure and resolution apply both to the modes of limited
transpositions and to Messiaen’s special chords. Special chords relate to the modes of limited
transpositions, as some chords contain the notes of a particular mode. The chord of resonance,
for example, contains all of the notes of the third mode of limited transpositions. The special
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chords, like the other symmetrical elements of Messiaen’s musical language, lack temporality
and directionality. The harmony does not tonicize any one key area, eliminating the traditional
elements of approach, tension, and resolution. Messiaen mitigates the murkiness of his
harmonies with an array of timbral colors. Nearly all of his special chords contain added notes
that “can be considered as an infinite refraction of natural resonance, reconfigured according to
need.”154 According to Robert Sherlaw Johnson, Messiaen’s harmonic structures appear
“decorative”, rather than structural. Tonality functions as part of the broader concept of modality,
and the tonal ubiquity of the modes results in a fluctuation between various key areas.
Messiaen’s system of harmony loses the traditional functions of consonance and dissonance.
Without the tension-resolution, his music blurs the delineations of before and after In this sense,
Messiaen’s harmonic language depicts the eternal. On another layer, the harmony functions to
color the melodies and rhythms. It provides an infinite amount of shadings, colorizations, and
tints to his melodic contours and rhythmic motives. This infinite spectrum of color symbolizes
the eternal through its dazzling array of timbral shading. Furthermore, Messiaen arranges the
harmony in a way that prioritizes color over harmonic order. According to Roberto Fabbi, in his
work “Theological Implications of Restrictions in Messiaen’s Compositional Processes”,
Messiaen’s illogical arrangement of chords and the absence of harmonic tension-resolution
results in an ambiguous, yet colorful harmonic foundation. Fabbi asserts that the chords appear in
an a musically unrelated succession that simply color the other elements of the music. He states,
By blocking the flow of discourse, restriction produces movement with no final
destination, along with a loss of temporal finality in harmony (resolutions, cadences,
keys), thereby stimulating a vivid perception of each chord as a color-timbre experience,
each time new and unrelated to whatever follows or precedes it.155
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Furthermore, Messiaen’s references to timbral color in his music stem from his ability to
“see” color in music. This extremely rare phenomenon, known as Synesthesia, accounts for an
individual’s ability to internally visualize specific colors associated with sound. Messiaen
claimed that he saw individual shades and tints of colors in connection with specific pitches,
chords, modes, and resonances. In one of his conversations with Claude Samuel, Messiaen
described his condition of synesthesia, noting his differences from other people with a similar
condition. He states
I am all the same affected by a sort of synesthesia, more in my mind than in my body,
that allows me, when I hear music and also when I read it, to see inwardly, in my mind’s
eye, colors, and sometimes I’ve precisely indicated their correspondence in my scores.
Obviously, one should be able to prove this relationship scientifically, but I cannot.156
Messiaen offered Samuel a look into his vividly colorful sound-visions. Messiaen’s soundvisions determined his choice of modes and chords. If he wished to portray a religious symbol
with a set of colors, he used the mode or cluster of chords that created those exact colors.
Furthermore, Messiaen compared his synaesthetic “sight” to the colors of stained-glass windows.
When asked by Claude Samuel to describe the inspiration for his love of colors, Messiaen
responded
Nature, and also the stained-glass I saw as a child. When my father was a teacher in Paris,
I took great joy in visiting monuments, museums, and churches. My first visits to Notre
Dame, the Sainte-Chapelle, and later to the cathedrals of Chartres and Bourges, certainly
exerted influence on my career. I’ve remained forever dazzled by the marvelous colors of
the medieval rose windows and other stained-glass panels admired in those churches.157
This “dazzlement” over stained-glass windows, later translated to Messiaen’s use of color as a
religious symbol in his music. Timothy Cochran, in his article ““The Pebble in the Water”:
Messiaen, Debussy, and the Meaning of Rhythmic Contrast”, describes “dazzlement” as
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moments of spiritual intensity in which an overwhelming flood of vibrant color points the
beholder toward truth as ‘‘breakthrough toward the beyond, toward the invisible and
unspeakable.” He locates the site of this breakthrough in stained- glass windows of the
great cathedrals, where rich color combinations overwhelm the senses… musical
dazzlement is a jolting experience of truth, a sudden change from the stasis of rational
thought to an over-powering, almost violent, confrontation with glory.158
The concept of “dazzlement” aligns with the Thomistic notion of truth. The musical experience
of “dazzlement” shocks the listener toward an experience of Christian truths, ultimately pointing
toward the promise of eternity with God. Similarly, the modes of limited transpositions utilize
color to create a “dazzlement” that drives the music into eternity. Messiaen designated specific
color descriptions to each of his modes, noting “violet” as his personal preference of color. When
asked which key resonates with the color violet, Messiaen responded
Truthfully, one cannot talk of an exact correspondence between a key and a color; that
would be a rather naïve way of expressing oneself because, as I’ve said, colors are
complex and are linked to equally complex chords and sonorities. In my early works, I
often used what I’ve called “modes of limited transpositions”; for me, the two principal
modes are linked to very precise colorations. In its first transposition, Mode 2 revolves
around certain violets, blues, and violet-purple, while Mode 3, in its first transposition,
corresponds to an orange with red and green pigments, to specks of gold, and also to a
milky white with iridescent, opaline reflections.159
Messiaen provides complex, elegant, and vivid descriptions of his color combinations. In this
infinite range of sound-color possibilities, he found a reality close to eternity. The shock of
“dazzlement” appears in the sheer number of possibilities of sound-color combinations. This
infinite number of possibilities pushes beyond the bounds of time, and into the eternal. In
essence, “his sound-colors reach beyond the temporal world to anticipate the “perpetual
dazzlement” of heaven, which he envisioned as “an eternal music of colors, an eternal color of
musics.”160
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Messiaen favored harmonic structures and modal equations built on the resonances of the
overtone series. He formulated the special chords and their resolutions on these resonances.
Messiaen claimed that a finely tuned ear could hear an F# in the natural resonance of low C,
pulling the C toward the F#. Thus, F# becomes the natural resolution of C. In turn, the tritone
rises to prominence as the most important interval. In terms of tension-resolution, Messiaen
created his special chords with the approach and resolution built in. His chord on the dominant
features double appoggiaturas with their resolutions built into the chord. The chord on the
dominant contains all of the notes of the major scale, and transforms its appoggiaturas into added
notes. Messiaen often used sequences of inverted chords on the dominant over a common bass
note, creating a timbral array of color. He termed this the “stained-glass window effect.” He
describes this technique as a means of using the same chord to access different timbral shadings,
“Let us make a multicolor work, bring forth an effect of a stained-glass window and arrange the
different inversions of the chord with such appoggiaturas over a common bass note.”161 In
addition to the chord on the dominant, Messiaen built stained-glass window progressions out of
inverted chords of resonance. The chord of resonance contains “nearly all the notes perceptible,
to an extremely fine ear, in the resonance of a low C.”162 Hence, the chord of resonance contains
all of the notes of the harmonic series, up to the fifteenth harmonic. All of the pitches in the
chord of resonance also belong to mode 3. In addition to the chord on the dominant and the
chord of resonance, Messiaen’s chord of fourths finds importance in many of his early works,
including Quatour. Comprised of augmented and perfect fourths, the chord of fourths contains
all of the notes of the fifth mode of limited transpositions (C, Db, F, F#, G, B, C). Messiaen often
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paired the chord of fourths with the chord of resonance. Figure 38 presents an example of chords
of fourths superposed with chords of resonance in the piano part of ‘Vocalise, pour l’Ange qui
annonce la fin du Temps’ from Quatour. The blue box delineates a series of chord of fourths and
the red box displays a series of chord of resonance.

Figure 38. Chords of Fourths and Chords of Resonance
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Messiaen described the rapid succession of groups of his special chords as clusters of chords.
Unrelated to the term “chord clusters”, these clusters refer to groups of unrelated chords that
follow each other in succession. Messiaen described these in terms of their timbral significance,
noting the prism of colors that emerges from clusters of chords. In reference to a cluster of
chords in ‘Vocalise, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps’, he describes the colors of the
clusters in vivid detail,
In the gentle cascade of blue-orange chords surrounding with its distant Carillion, the
melody, quasi-plainchant, of the strings, let us notice: superimposed fourths, a
progression on the chord of resonance, and the second mode of limited transpositions.164
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This example of sound-color in ‘Vocalise’ solidifies the connection between Messiaen’s
synesthesia and his faith. The “blue-orange” chords support and color a quasi-plainchant melody
in the strings. On its own, the amorphous form of plainchant suggests the non-successive
movement of eternity. Together, the plainchant and the color-chords generate the “dazzlement”
that Messiaen ascribed to moments of musical and spiritual intensity.
Other forms of Symmetry
Messiaen’s “charm of impossibilities” accounts for the most obvious symbols of eternity and his
music. The limited, symmetrical nature of these techniques points to circular, non-successive
movements that undermine the flow of time. Other elements of Messiaen’s music that do not fall
under the “charm of impossibilities” provide additional examples of symmetry and religious
symbolism. His use of Christian number symbolism (prime numbers) permeates all aspects of
Messiaen’s music, including elements of the “charm of impossibilities”. His rhythmic, harmonic,
and melodic pedal groups provide another symbol of eternity in his music. All of these pedal
groups combine the many forms of symmetrical symbolism in Messiaen’s music into one, large
circular structure that continues into eternity. Furthermore, the symmetrical contour of his
birdsong strophes provides another type of non-retrogradable structure. Messiaen likened the
natural purity of birdsong to the divine, placing birds above all other life forms in the divine
hierarchy. Hence, his birds symbolize a closeness with the divine that originates in the natural
world.
Prime Number Symbolism
Messiaen’s fascination with prime numbers began at a very young age. Later in life, his interest
in the indivisibility of prime numbers merged with his interest in Thomistic doctrine. St. Thomas
Aquinas never explicitly defined the indivisibility of God in reference to prime numbers;
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however, he wrote extensively about the importance of God’s indivisibility and eternity in
Summa Theologica. Thomistic doctrine states that God’s indivisibility stems from his
immutability. Because God exists outside of the limitations of time, he does not change. As a
result, God does not submit to the sequential divisions that make up time. Thus, God, and all of
eternity, remains indivisible. Messiaen translated this principle to prime number symbolism. His
extensive use of prime numbers in rhythmic cells, non-retrogradable rhythms, melodic contours,
and pedal groups provides a multi-layer symbol of eternity. For example, the non-retrogradable
rhythms based on the Dhenkî tâla in ‘Danse de la fureur’ divide into five sixteenth note values.
The original Dhenkî rhythm also contains five divisions, representative of the Hindu god Shiva.
The groups of five sixteenth notes symbolize the resurrection of Christ, and the prime number
represent the indivisibility of God. This double layer of divine symbolism adds to the complexity
of Messiaen’s religious music. This one non-retrogradable cell features the symmetry of nonretrogradable rhythms, the symbolism of the death and resurrection of Christ, and the
indivisibility of God as eternal. On these extremely intricate levels, Messiaen weaves the
concepts of eternity and timelessness into his music.
On a larger scale, Messiaen utilizes prime numbers in the formal and structural elements of
his works. Paul Griffith makes this assertion in the formal elements of Quatour pour la fin du
Temps. First, Griffiths notes the importance of the prime number seven in Quatour. The piece
features eight movements, but focuses on the biblical implications of seven. The movements y
deal with themes from the book of Revelation; however, the number of movements refers to the
six days of creation, the seventh day of rest (Sabbath), and the eighth day of resurrection. Indeed,
the eighth movement of the work, ‘Louange à l’Immortalité de Jésus’, focuses on the immortality
of Jesus. Biblically speaking, Christ’s immortality begins with his resurrection and ascension to
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heaven. Just as Christ ascends into eternity, so does Quatour quietly drift into eternity in the
final, hushed high Es of the violin. Moreover, the seventh movement of Quatour, ‘Fouillis
d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps’, deals with the ‘rainbow-crowned’
angel that announces the end of time. This announcement of the seventh angel heralds the end of
time on Earth. As the seventh movement, ‘Fouillis’ symbolizes the death of Christ before the
Resurrection (movement eight), the final moment of human time before the end of time, and the
Sabbath moving into eternity. Furthermore, Griffiths argues that the ‘rainbow-crown’ of the
angel signifies a “sevenfold” symmetry, like the number of colors in the rainbow.165 Similarly,
the rhythmic/melodic pedal in the cello part of ‘Liturgie de cristal’ completes seven full cycles,
before the movement concludes in the middle of the eighth cycle. Again, the seven cycles point
mark the seventh day as the end of an earthly unit of time. Messiaen deliberately ended the
movement in the middle of the eighth cycle in order to demonstrate the move from human time
(seven days in a week) into the eternal (the eighth day).
Prime Numbers and Pedal Groups
Prime number symbolism finds importance in Messiaen’s rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic
pedal groups. The indivisibility of prime numbers provided Messiaen with the means to layer his
many pedals on top of one other without interlocking throughout the duration of the cycle.
Messiaen often combined rhythmic and harmonic pedals in the same voice, each featuring a
different number of durations or chords within a pedal group. This results in the two different
pedal groups repeating independent of one another. Furthermore, the cycles present prime
number groups of durations, chords, and pitches. The indivisibility of prime numbers offsets the
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rhythmic cycle from other musical material. Thus, each iteration of a cycle appears under
different melodic and harmonic material every time. Similarly, the rhythmic durations in a cycle
do not always line up with the number of pitches or chords within the cycle. For example, a
rhythmic pedal may feature 11 durations (sixteenth notes) and 9 chords. Because both the
durations and chords fall into prime number groups, they may never line up in the same way
more than once within a cycle. The same applies to the number of notes in a melodic pedal. A
melodic pedal may contain 15 pitches and 17 note values, creating a disjunct, off-balance
symmetry. Each cycle exhibits its own number of durations and pitches, making completion of
the cycles impossible. Scholars assert that, in order to complete all the cycles in one of
Messiaen’s works, the piece would last for hours. Thus, the indivisibility of the prime number
groups and the layers of pedal groups in Messiaen’s music attempt to alter the human concept of
time, providing an experience of the “eternal state”.166
As previously stated, cyclical structures such as pedal groups (rhythmic, harmonic, and
melodic) illustrate the circularity of eternity in Messiaen’s music. These cycles often fail to
resolve, ending abruptly in the middle of the cycle. The individual rhythmic, harmonic, and
melodic patterns repeat within a full cycle, and the cycle itself implies a higher level of
circularity. Furthermore, the cyclical repetitions lack the “before” and “after” of time. Like the
modes of limited transpositions, symmetrical permutations, and non-retrogradable rhythms,
pedal group cycles eventually return to the beginning (even if the piece concludes before the
return). Thus, they exhibit the same symmetry and limitedness of the elements in Messiaen’s
“charm of impossibilities”.
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Birdsong
Birdsong in Messiaen’s early works appears harmonically skeletal and improvisatory. The first
apparent use of a melodic line resembling birdsong appeared in his work L’Ascension in 1932.
Messiaen did not specify birdsong in this work, however later research on L’Ascension suggests
a similarity between Messiaen’s later birdsong style and the birdsong section in this work. The
melody in question in L’Ascension (passed around the orchestra from English horn, to clarinet
and finally to the flute) features trills, repetitive figures, and arabesques. All of these characterize
the rhythmic and melodic contours of Messiaen’s later “style oiseaux”. ‘Liturgie de cristal’ from
Quatour features Messiaen’s first intentionally labeled attempt at birdsong in his music. The
score indicates “comme un oiseau”167 in the improvisatory clarinet and violin parts. This early
birdsong appears more symbolic than accurate, evoking the dawn as the birds awaken in the
morning. Furthermore, Messiaen notes in the preface to Quatour the connection between birds
and the divine. He describes the birdsong as that of a blackbird or nightingale symbolizing the
“harmonious silence of heaven.”168 The description of ‘Liturgie de cristal’ in the score of
Quatour:
Between 3 and 4 am, the birds wake up: a robin or a nightingale soloist improvises,
surrounded by sound dust, a halo of trills lost high up in the trees. Transpose this to the
religious plane: you will have the harmonious silence of heaven.169
In the period after World War II, Messiaen stepped back from birdsong, primarily focusing on
religious music. Not until his 1950 work, Messe de Pentecôte, did birdsong reappear in
Messiaen’s music.170 In the period after Messe, Messiaen began to color his birdsong with color
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chords and the modes of limited transpositions. Beginning with his work Réveil des oiseaux,
Messiaen abandoned his technique of prescribing one chord or mode for each bird. Instead, he
began to combine color chords, special chords, and superposed modal harmonies to add timbre
and color to birdsong.
Birdsong stands as one of Messiaen’s most intriguing symbols of temporality and spirituality.
The improvisatory style of birdsong in Messiaen’s music symbolizes the freedom and
infiniteness of eternity. Similarly, birds symbolize a natural closeness to God. Messiaen placed
birdsong at the fore of the musical hierarchy, “making no distinction between the natural and the
supernatural in his theology: he views birdsongs as hymns, which respond to and reflect the
divine creator.”171 In this sense, birdsong reflects the freedom and infiniteness of the eternity at
the ‘end of time’. Messiaen wrote birdsong in an improvisatory style, highlighting the virtuosity
of birds with quick trills, arabesques, and short rhythmic figures. He often framed birdsong
strophes with slow-moving, elongated music called “scenery”.172 These slow sections provide a
contrast to the quick, disjunct birdsong, creating a shift in temporality. Timothy Cochran
describes the entrance of birdsong after a scenery section as a “shocking event”.173 For Cochran,
this event divides the material that represents Earth temporality (scenery) and the material that
represents divine eternity (birdsong). Similarly, he notes that the shocking entrance of birdsong
functions as a means of depicting the divine, transcendence and eternity. He states that the
birdsong strophes injected in between long sections of slow music “redirect our gaze toward the
hope of Christian eternity.174
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On the other hand, the scenery sections represent timelessness through stasis. The extremely
slow tempos, few shifts in harmony, and tendency toward deceleration creates a metaphor for the
eternal. Similar to the effect of stasis in the “Languor” theme in Debussy’s Prelude to the
Afternoon of a Faun, scenery sections inspire the infinite through extremely minimal melodic,
harmonic, and rhythmic movements and the “continued elongation of durational values”.175 As a
result, the notion of meter and pulse disappears, and the music becomes a “sonic metaphor for
the immeasurability of eternity”.176
As the stasis of the scenery sections indicates a timelessness through elongated durations, the
birdsong strophes point toward eternity through freedom and improvisation. Messiaen carefully
notated the rhythmic contour of birdsong strophes, instructing the performer to play with
absolute rhythmic accuracy. On the other hand, he wanted performers to approach birdsong with
the freedom and improvisatory nature unique to birdsong. In order to achieve both metric
accuracy and the illusion of free improvisation, Messiaen juxtaposes the birdsong strophes in
between the scenery sections. The sudden injection of trills, ametric rhythmic figures, and
arabesques into the static, slow moving music makes the birdsong appear free. Thus, the abrupt
temporal shift of the birdsong “facilitates the emergence of the bird’s expressive freedom over
time”177, creating a “perception of accelerated time”178 that sets the birds apart from the rest of
the music in the memories of the performers and listeners. ‘Abîme des oiseaux’ from Quatour
provides an excellent example of sections of slow, almost static scenery music interrupted by
sporadic birdsong strophes. In the preface of the score, Messiaen describes ‘Abîme’ as a contrast

175

Ibid., 530.
Cochran quoting Diane Luchese, 530.
177
Ibid., 538.
178
Ibid., 529.
176

90

between the ‘abyss of time’, with its “sadness and weariness”, and the birds that represent the
opposite of time; “they are our desire for light, for the stars, and for the things of heaven
Birdsong upsets the continuum of time, not only through its “shock” factor, but through its
symmetrical structure and ametric rhythms. The use of added values, non-retrogradable rhythms,
prime number groupings, and non-retrogradable melodic contour in birdsong strophes creates
more versions of musical palindromes and the appearance of a natural, rhythmic freedom with an
“undirected temporal flow”.179 Thus, the structural elements of birdsong undermine the flow of
time and free the music from temporal confinement.
In his article “Melodic Contour and Non-retrogradable Structure in the Birdsong of Olivier
Messiaen”, Robert Schultz defines the symmetry of birdsong contour in Messiaen’s music as
“structured symmetry”. Schultz points to the intervallic relationships between pitches and the
identities of pitches in a melodic contour as a micro-symmetric structure. These pitch
relationships appear in Messiaen’s birdsong literature as a succession of prime classes in an
individual ‘strophe’ of birdsong. The succession of prime classes in each strophe produces a
symmetrical, non-retrogradable structure at the micro level. Similarly, Schultz discusses the midlevel symmetrical structures of non-retrogradable rhythms in both individual birdsong segments
and larger-scale, formal segments. These small snippets of birdsong feature palindromic
rhythmic structures. At the most macro level, Messiaen provides a sense of symmetry in the
overall form and structure of his music. This technique appears in works such as Quatour pour la
fin du temps.
First, birdsong strophes in Messiaen’s music usually display a symmetrical structure. From the
most micro substructures, to the form of an entire birdsong section, symmetry permeates
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Messiaen’s “style oiseaux”. Beginning with the smallest structures, the pitch relationships, or
“prime class contours”, in birdsong often feature symmetrical, non-retrogradable collections of
pitches. The theory of non-retrogradable prime class structures originates in Robert Morris’s
“Contour-Reduction Algorithm”. This algorithm defines a contour as a “temporally ordered set
of pitches numbered in ascending pitch space order from 0 to (n-1), where n represents the
cardinality of the set”.180 In its essence, the Morris algorithm identifies pitches based on their
position in the contour. It leaves the intervallic relationship of the pitches undefined, and places
emphasis on the high and low points of the contour. These are labeled “maxima” and “minima”,
respectively. Any pitches that do not fit into these categories are eliminated from the contour. In
theory, the algorithm defines the melodic contours of birdsong as a series of high and low points
that appear either symmetrical or non-symmetrical. When placed into a succession of prime
classes (pitch class), each strophe of birdsong appears non-retrogradable or symmetrical.181
On a slightly more macro-level, the individual rhythmic structures in birdsong also feature
non-retrogradable rhythms. The individual non-retrogradable rhythms create their own symmetry
within the larger strophe. Sometimes Messiaen places added notes at the end of the nonretrogradable rhythms creating a “displaced symmetry”.182 Figure 39 presents an example of
Messiaen’s “style oiseaux” in ‘Abîme des oiseaux’. Both the second and third measures feature
non-retrogradable rhythms with the added sixteenth notes. The figure at the end of the second
measure contains an added C# that sets off the balance of the rhythm and generates displaced
symmetry. Similarly, the added value As in the third measure create displaced symmetry, as well
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as a preparation for the repeated A-E sixteenth notes in the same measure. The repeated A-E
sixteenth notes add an additional sixteenth note to the previous rhythmic figure, thus augmenting
the rhythm. In the same figure, the first and third measures provide clear examples of both nonretrogradable rhythms and non-retrogradable strophes of birdsong. The non-retrogradable
rhythms in the first measure consist of three groups of three sixteenth notes each. Additionally,
the first three notes (E-F-Bb) repeat at the end of the strophe. The middle three notes of the
strophe present a transposed retrograde of the notes in the first and third groups of sixteenth
notes. The four groups of four sixteenth notes in the third measure presents a similar nonretrogradable structure. Both the individual rhythms and the entire strophe are non-retrogradable.

Figure 39. Non-retrogradable strophes of birdsong in ‘Abîme des oiseaux’
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As previously mentioned, Messiaen’s birdsong strophes feature symmetry in individual
rhythmic figures, as well as in the shape and form of the strophe. The first, second, and third
measures in Figure 39 demonstrate non-retrogradable strophes of birdsong. Each one begins and
ends with an eighth rest. Messiaen often used eighth or sixteenth rests at the beginning and end
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of birdsong strophes to “delineate melodic segments”.184 The eighth rests in Figure 28 complete
the symmetrical structure in each strophe. The strophe in the second measure begins with the
final eighth rest in the first measure. The second measure also features smaller, nonretrogradable figures. Each group of three thirty-second note grace notes tied to the D sixteenth
notes and the trilled A natural are their own non-retrogradable groups. They also make up part of
the larger, non-retrogradable strophe. Eighth note rests separate each smaller group within the
second measure.
Finally, larger sections comprised of multiple birdsong strophes and even entire movements
of pieces with multiple birdsong sections feature symmetrical structures on a large scale. In
‘Abîme des oiseaux’, the middle section of the piece features two smaller birdsong sections. The
entire middle part begins and ends on an eight rest, suggesting a large-scale symmetrical model.
Additionally, sustained F#s both precede and follow this section, creating a symmetrical frame.
Sustained F#s also frame the second birdsong section, beginning with the final sustained F# of
the first birdsong section and ending on the restatement of the main theme, beginning on a low,
sustained F#. The introductory measure of the second birdsong section begins with an eighth
rest, and the final measure ends on an eighth rest. These examples of large-scale symmetry work
in tandem with the small units of symmetrical rhythms and pitch classes to convey an
overarching sense of eternity. Messiaen purposefully filled his birdsong rhythms, pitch class
collections, strophes, and entire sections with symmetrical figures in order to draw the
connection between God and birds.
In conclusion, Messiaen’s compositional techniques found profound influence in the doctrines
of the Catholic Church and the writings of St. Thomas Aquinas. He absorbed the Thomistic
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teachings on time, eternity, and God, and incorporated them into his philosophical writings and
music. Both Technique and Traité discuss the importance of the Catholic notions of time and
eternity in understanding the depth of Messiaen’s music. Furthermore, the Thomistic divisions
between time and eternity prove integral to thorough interpretation of Messiaen’s works. One
must appreciate the “before” and “after” of time, and the unchanging nature of eternity to
understand Messiaen’s definition and application of rhythm and duration. The “charm of
impossibilities” portrays eternity through mathematically and musically impossible limitations
and symmetry. Additionally, Messiaen’s notions of harmony and melodic contour undermine
time and portray the infinite. His harmonic and timbral colors reflect the infinite prism of
“dazzlement” associated with heaven, and his symmetrical bird song contours imitate the
unchanging, circularity of eternity. Messiaen’s musical language incorporates elements of the
“timelessness” of the divine into all aspects of his works. From the number of semiquavers in a
rhythmic cell, to the symmetrical structure of an entire work, eternity appears in all facets of his
music.
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Part 3: Application to Quatour pour la fin du temps
…Messiaen emphasizes that, in spite of its initial connection with the Apocalypse, the
work is not intended to be a commentary on it. He also points out the title, pour la fin du
Temps, has a double meaning, for it also expresses his desire for the end of musical time
based on the equal durational divisions of classical music…185
Quatour pour la fin du Temps stands as an image of the end of time. Through his musical
language, Messiaen undermines time and symbolizes the eternal. In turn, this accomplishes both
an end to musical time and an end of time on Earth. The elimination of rhythmic regularity,
equal divisions, repetitions, and bar lines creates an ametricality in his music that undermines the
successive movements of time. In his attempt to liberate the piece from the bounds of time,
Messiaen releases the listener, musicians, and himself from time. The consistent, metrical pulse
of traditional western music dissolves, leaving both the musicians and audience in the murky,
ametric space of eternity. In the words of Messiaen, “I did not in any sense want to comment
upon the apocalypse. My only wish was to articulate my desire for the dissolution of time.”186
Messiaen composed Quatour within the confines of Stalag VIII A. With a limited number of
resources and musicians, he set about composing a work that reflected the most crucial aspects of
his religious beliefs. Based on the set of verses in the book of Revelation about the apocalypse,
Quatour paints an eerily vivid picture of the end of the world. Beginning with ‘Vocalise pour
l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps’, Messiaen presents evocative imagery surrounding the final
days of the apocalypse. Scholars argue that this imagery reflects Messiaen’s subconscious
attempts to portray his horrors of war and the condition of his own imprisonment. With the
jarring unison, bare octaves in ‘Danse de la fureur’ and the electrifying intensity of ‘Vocalise’
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and ‘Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps’, one can easily make a
connection between Messiaen’s apocalypse and the bloody, explosive battlefront of World War
II. However, Messiaen denied any association of Quatour with the war or his wartime
experiences. Instead, he presented an image of the eternal peace that arises from the end of time.
In his pre-concert talk for his fellow prisoners and guards in Stalag VIII-A, Messiaen gave a
lengthy discussion on the biblical implications of Quatour. He spoke of stained-glass windows,
the vibrant colors of the apocalypse, and the end of musical time as a symbol of the spiritual
oneness with eternity that will occur after the apocalypse. Thus, Quatour juxtaposes the fiery
scenes of the apocalypse with stained-glass windows, imagery of Christ’s ascension to heaven,
and birdsong to portray his own beliefs on time and eternity.
Written in eight movements, Quatour symbolizes eternity with the cyclical movements of
‘Liturgie de cristal’, the color-chords and imagery of the angle of the apocalypse in ‘Vocalise
pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps’ and ‘Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce
la fin du Temps’, the juxtaposition of time and eternity in ‘Abîme des oiseaux’, the nonretrogradable rhythms and brassy unison octaves in ‘Danse de la fureur’, and finally the eternity
and immortality of Jesus in ‘Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus’ and ‘Lounage à l’Immortalité de
Jésus’. Each movement provides stunning imagery, color, and time-undermining musical
techniques that draw the piece closer to eternity. Even the overarching structure and ordering of
the movements calls forth the eternal. ‘Liturgie de cristal’ predicts the coming of eternity, with
its open-ended pedal group cycles and improvisatory birdsong. ‘Vocalise pour l’Ange qui
annonce la fin du Temps’ announces the end with the powerful arrival of the angle of the
apocalypse and the homage to plainchant melodies of the Medieval period. ‘Abîme des oiseaux’
calls forth the image of the beast emerging from the abyss in contrast with the free-spirited

97

birdsong of heaven. ‘Intermède’ serves as a musical palette cleanse, before delving back into the
imagery of the apocalypse. ‘Lounage à l’Éternité de Jésus’ presents a quasi-ending, evaporating
into the ethereal fields of eternity. After what appears a natural ending, ‘Danse de la fureur, pour
les sept trompettes’ blazes fourth in a series of bronze and brass unison octaves that evoke the
coming apocalypse. ‘Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps’ pays
homage to the second movement, presenting the same melodic ideas and functioning as another
announcement of the angel of the apocalypse. The symbol of seven marks the end of time on
Earth and prepares for transcendence into eternity. Finally, the violin melody in ‘Lounage à
l’Immortalité de Jésus’ gently floats over a rhythmic ostinato in the piano toward the end of all
time. It ends with a transcendent high E in the violin over an E major chord in the piano,
delicately evaporating into nothing. This final image completes the undermining of time and lifts
Quatour out of the realm of time and into the eternity of heaven.
In this section, I aim to demonstrate the ways in which Messiaen undermines and eventually
transcends time in Quatour pour la fin du Temps. This discussion will focus on the elements of
Messiaen’s musical language as the vehicle for portraying religious symbolism dealing with
time, eternity, and the divine. I will discuss the musical and religious symbolic elements that
undermine time within each movement, with the exception of the fourth movement.
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Chapter 6: ‘Liturgie de cristal’
Between 3 and 4 am, the birds wake up: a robin or a nightingale soloist improvises,
surrounded by dust whirls of sound, a halo of trills lost high up in the trees. Transpose
this to the religious plane: you will have the harmonious silence of heaven.187
‘Liturgie de cristal’ presents one of the most compelling examples of eternity in Quatour.
Messiaen presents each of the four voices as independent and autonomous players. These four
autonomous voices together create an image of eternity involving the cyclical patterns of pedal
groups and the improvisatory structures of birdsong. Unlike the traditional harmonic and
melodic layering of voices in a quartet, Messiaen presents four, equally important voices,
moving in separate rhythmic, harmonic, and melodic modes. Although the voices appear to
function as independent entities, they work together on the cosmic whole to convey a sense of
the eternal.
Harmonically, ‘Liturgie de cristal’ floats in and out of the second and third modes of limited
transpositions. Although ‘Liturgie’ does not establish a tonic key, it does gravitate toward F
natural, beginning with the opening notes of the clarinet. The opening clarinet melody
establishes the third transposition of the third mode. For clarity, I will notate the modes and their
transpositions as follows: 3/iii (the Arabic number indicates the mode, and the roman numeral
indicates the transposition). The first two F naturals in the clarinet and the F natural bass pedal in
the piano establish F as a harmonically and timbrally important note. Moreover, the falling
tritone in the second half of the clarinet part in measure 2 (repeated Cb-F figure), characterizes
the melodic contour of the birdsong and establishes the tritone as an important resolution
throughout the movement. The Cb-F descending tritone re-emphasizes the gravitation of the
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harmony toward F natural in this figure. The falling tritone becomes increasingly important
throughout Quatour, especially in the abyssal melody of ‘Abîme des oiseaux’.
Furthermore, Messiaen retains the F pedal in the bass of the piano part in the opening four
bars. The piano part in ‘Liturgie’ consists of the layering of a harmonic and rhythmic pedal.
Similar to the ‘isorhythms’ of the Medieval period, the rhythmic pedal, consisting of 17 rhythmic
values (durations), moves independently from the harmonic progression. Embedded within the
rhythmic pedal, the harmonic progression in the piano part presents a harmonic pedal group of
29 chords. This harmonic pedal group extends past the number of durations in the rhythmic
pedal. As a result, the following iterations of the rhythmic pedal do not begin on the first chord
of the harmonic pedal every time. Instead, after the first statement of the rhythmic pedal, the
harmonic pedal continues into the second statement of the rhythmic pedal. The first statement of
the harmonic pedal concludes near the end of the second statement of the rhythmic pedal. Thus,
the two pedal groups continue independent of one another for the rest of the movement. Figure
40 demonstrates this phenomenon. The first cycle of the rhythmic pedal begins at bracket A and
ends at bracket B. Additionally, the first repetition of the harmonic pedal begins at bracket A
under number 1. Bracket B marks the beginning of the second rhythmic pedal, on chord 18 of the
harmonic pedal. The brackets H and I mark the beginning and end of the first harmonic pedal.
The numbers above the chords indicate the chords in the harmonic pedal.
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Figure 40. Numbered Chords in piano’s rhythmic pedal in ‘Liturgie de cristal’
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The first three chords in the piano part begin with a chord on the dominant and its subsequent
resolutions. The first chord resolves into the second chord, with the E resolving down by step to
D and the B natural resolving down by step to A. Similarly, the third chord completes the
resolution, drawing the ear toward the D-A in the soprano. The C and G in the bass clef move up
by half-step to a Db and Fb. The F natural in the bass persists throughout this progression for the
first four measures of the piece (chords 1-8), creating the “stained-glass window” effect.189 As
other chords on the dominant and their inversions unfold on top of the F, a kaleidoscope of

188
189

Messiaen, Technique, vol. 2, 9-10.
Pople, Quatour, 23.

101

timbral colors tints the melodic and harmonic contours of the violin, clarinet, and cello lines. The
following chords 9-12 in the piano part retain the F natural from the “stained-glass” progression,
while presenting a series of first inversion major triads in the middle register of each chord.190
These triads rise chromatically from one chord to the next (Gb major-G major-Ab major-A
major-etc.).191
The piano part repeats its cycle of twenty-nine chords and seventeen durations throughout the
movement, ending abruptly in the middle of the tenth cycle. Both the number of chords and
durations in the cycle exemplify Messiaen’s use of prime numbers, creating an off-set repetition
between the chords and the rhythmic durations. After the first iteration of the piano cycle, the
pitches and rhythmic durations appear in different combinations for the duration of the piece. As
previously stated, the indivisibility of the prime numbers, paired with the circularity of the
harmonic and rhythmic pedals, signify the eternal. Additionally, the abrupt end in the middle of
the tenth cycle paints the piano part as a brief window of the eternal. It brings into question the
true “beginning” and “ending” of the cycle. The piece begins at the beginning of a repetition of
the piano cycle; however, this does not imply that the beginning of ‘Liturgie’ represents a true
beginning of the cycle. Instead, the beginning of ‘Liturgie’ could exist as one iteration of the
repeated piano pedals in the middle of a larger, eternal cycle.
Next, the cello part presents its own combination of pedal groups. The cello line includes a
fifteen-note quasi-melody notated in harmonics. This melody repeats as a melodic pedal
throughout the duration of the movement. As the melodic pedal repeats, the positions of its notes
in relation to the bar lines change, similar to piano harmonic and rhythmic pedals. Although the
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positions of the notes change, the durations do not, indicating another rhythmic pedal.192
Additionally, the only audible pitches of the cello melody (C, E, D, F#, Bb) derive from the
whole tone scale, or the first mode of limited transpositions. Messiaen utilized the first mode the
least. In Technique, Messiaen warns readers to avoid it, unless it is obscured by a superposition
of modes (making it unrecognizable). In ‘Liturgie’, Messiaen superimposes the whole tone cello
melody with modes 2 and 3 in the other three voices. The superimposition of modes creates
another layer of timbral color, reinforcing the “stained-glass window” effect in the opening piano
chords. Furthermore, the pitch sequence in the cello part repeats three times within every
fifteen-note melodic cycle, and twenty-one times over the course of the entire movement. The
entire cycle repeats seven times, ending in the middle of the eighth iteration. One cannot ignore
the symbolism attached the prime numbers in the cello part. The pitch sequence of five notes
repeats three times every cycle, representing the death and resurrection of Christ and the Holy
Trinity. The cello repeats its entire cycle seven times, ending in the middle of the eighth cycle,
mirroring the organization of the movements in Quatour. Moreover, the indivisibility of the
prime numbers prevents the multiple patterns in the cello from overlapping, elongating the cyclic
processes.193 Figure 41 demonstrates the melodic and rhythmic pedals in the cello, as well as the
three, five note repetitions within each melodic cycle. The brackets M, N, O, and P indicate the
five note, whole tone repetition. The brackets X and Y denote the fifteen pitches in each cycle.

192
193

Ibid., 20.
Ibid., 25.

103

Figure 41. Rhythmic pedal and melodic pedal in cello part; ‘Liturgie de cristal’
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Melodically, ‘Liturgie’ relies on the quasi-improvisatory bird song strophes in the clarinet and
violin. They function with complete independence from the cello and piano parts, creating a
sense of rhythmic and harmonic freedom. Messiaen often used birdsong to symbolize freedom,
and many scholars connect the birdsong in Quatour with Messiaen’s imprisonment. Instead, I
assert that the birdsong in ‘Liturgie’ implies rhythmic freedom. Though the birdsong strophes
provide melodic contour, they also appear governed by individual rhythmic motives. Messiaen
did not designate specific birds to either the clarinet or the violin; however, study of his later
birdsong works indicates the use of a blackbird motive in the clarinet and the nightingale motive
in the violin. Moreover, the birdsong strophes in both instruments present examples of
symmetrical structures. As previously discussed, Messiaen separates the different strophes of
birdsong with either eighth or sixteenth rests. These individual strophes appear as symmetrical,
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non-retrogradable structures. Figures 42-45 demonstrate the black bird and nightingale motives,
as well as the symmetrical birdsong strophes in the clarinet and violin parts. The black box in
Figure 42 indicates Messiaen’s blackbird motive. Figure 43 shows the nightingale motives in the
violin part of ‘Liturgie’. The images in Figures 44 and 45 demonstrate the symmetrical structure
of the birdsong strophes. The individual strophes are delineated by rests, and the rests function as
part of the symmetrical structure of the strophe. Furthermore, these birdsong motives are
comprised of non-retrogradable rhythms. Both the entire strophes and the individual rhythms
within the strophes demonstrate non-retrogradation.

Figure 42. Opening clarinet motive; ‘Liturgie de cristal’
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Figure 43: Violin nightingale motive; ‘Liturgie de cristal’
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Figure 44. Birdsong motives, Violin part in ‘Liturgie’
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Figure 45. Birdsong motives, Clarinet part in ‘Liturgie’
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Finally, the birdsong in ‘Liturgie’ evokes the image of the “harmonious silence of heaven”
that Messiaen described in the preface to the score. He notes that the song of the blackbird and
nightingale signal the coming of dawn with “dust whirls” of sound and a “halo of harmonics”.
Messiaen did not mean a literal silence in this case. Instead, the “harmonious silence of heaven”
refers to the continuity, symmetry, and eternity of the divine. For Messiaen, birds sit at the top of
the divine hierarchy, their songs reflecting the purest form of music. In this case, the birdsong
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reflects the harmonious, continuity of the divine, rather than literal silence. Furthermore, Robert
Sherlaw Johnson asserts that the birdsong in ‘Liturgie’ signals the passing of time on Earth. They
evoke the coming of dawn at “3 or 4 in the morning”, marking the “before” and “after”
movement of time. Birds represent the purity of the divine on Earth, as well as the movement of
time. They exist as a juxtaposition between the divine realm of eternity and the earthly realm of
time, in the same way that Christ the man represented both man and the divine. Thus, birdsong
functions as both an indication of time and eternity in ‘Liturgie de cristal’.
Rhythmically, ‘Liturgie’ features a series of non-retrogradable rhythms in all four voices. As
previously mentioned, the birdsong strophes in the clarinet and violin parts feature a series of
non-retrogradable rhythms. Delineated by eighth rests, the strophes form a larger scale nonretrogradable structure that consists of smaller units of non-retrogradable rhythms. Similarly, the
rhythmic pedals in the piano and cello parts are comprised of a series of palindromic, nonretrogradable rhythmic sequences. First, the rhythmic motives in the piano part feature a
combination of the rāgavardhana, candrakalá, and laksmīsa tâlas. As mentioned previously,
Messiaen altered the original rhythms to fit his own rhythmic formulae. Furthermore, the
rāgavardhana and candrakalá tâlas both contain non-retrogradable components. Similarly, the
combination of candrakalá and laksmīsa creates a non-retrogradable rhythm between the entirety
of candrakalá and the first five sixteenth notes of laksmīsa. The combination of all three rhythms
does not create a perfect non-retrogradable structure. Messiaen provides an example of the entire
rhythm in the preface to Quatour. In practice, the rhythm looks quite different. Because
Messiaen used different prime number groups for the number of durations and chords, the
pitches change in relation to the bar line. The durational values never change, but their positions
change in relation to the bar lines. In order to accommodate this, Messiaen alters the notation of
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the rhythm. For example, he notates the fifth durational value in the piano as a dotted eighth note
in the preface of the score. In the actual score, he notates the same value as an eighth note tied to
a sixteenth note. He does this to maintain the rhythmic values over the bar line. Figure 46
illustrates the three Hindu râgas, and Figure 47 displays the application of these rhythms in the
piano part of ‘Liturgie’.

Figure 46. Combination of three Classical Indian Râgas

Rāgavardhana

Candrakalâ

Laksmīsa

Figure 47. Indian râga combinations in ‘Liturgie de cristal’ piano part
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The cello part provides another layer of non-retrogradable rhythms to the texture. Instead of
weaving together pre-developed Hindu tâlas, Messiaen combines a series of small, nonretrogradable rhythmic units. In some cases, multiple rhythmic cells overlap, with the last note of
one non-retrogradable cell functioning as the first note of the next one. Figure 48 illustrates a
reproduction of the non-retrogradable cells in the cello cycle. The multicolored brackets
demarcate each non-retrogradable rhythm. The first two measures contain singular nonretrogradable rhythmic cells. The rhythmic cells begin to overlap in the third measure. Thus, the
entire rhythmic pedal consists of many overlapping non-retrogradable rhythms.

Figure 48. Non-retrogradable rhythms in the cello part of ‘Liturgie de cristal’

‘Liturgie de cristal’ contains many elements of Messiaen’s musical language that undermine
time and symbolize eternity. Rhythmically, almost every voice exhibits an abundance of nonretrogradable rhythms and structures that provide a sense of circular, palindromic symmetry. The
melodic and harmonic pedals feature the unchanging, circular motion that Messiaen attributed to
the eternal. The murkiness of the superimposed modes of transpositions removes any temporally
driven tension and resolution, as the movement floats through several tonalities. The sense of
harmonic and “beginning” and “ending” dissipate with the lack of tonal direction. Additionally,
the “stained-glass window” progression in the beginning of the piano cycle alludes a timbral
symbol of eternity. Furthermore, the cyclical pedals end abruptly, in the middle of a repetition.
109

They transcend the sequential, successive movements of time, eliminating a sense of “before”
and “after”. All of these musical elements come together as a cosmic whole, portraying
‘Liturgie’ as a glimpse into Messiaen’s eternity.
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Chapter 7: ‘Vocalise’ and ‘Fouillis’
‘Vocalise, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps
The first and third sections (very short) evoke the power of the mighty Angel, crowned
with a rainbow and clothed by a cloud, who sets one foot upon the sea and one foot upon
the Earth. In the middle section, these are the impalpable harmonies of heaven. On the
piano, gentle cascades of blue-orange chords, garlanding with their distant carillon the
quasi-plainchant chanting of the violin and cello.200
‘Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fun du Temps
Certain passages from the second movement return. The mighty Angel appears, and
above all the rainbow which crowns him (the rainbow: a symbol of peace, wisdom and of
all sounding and luminous vibrations). In my dreams, I hear recognized chords and
melodies, I see known colors and forms; then, after this transitory stage, I pass beyond
reality and submit to ecstasy to a dizziness, a gyratory interlocking of superhuman sounds
and colors. These swords of fire, these flows or blue-orange lava, these sudden stars; this
is the tumult of rainbows!201
Both the second and seventh movements of Quatour deal with the seventh angel of the
apocalypse that “announces the end of time”. Messiaen connects these two movements
motivically, harmonically, and formally in order to facilitate the shared theme of the angel.
Motivically, he utilizes and fully develops the opening piano motive of ‘Vocalise pour l’Ange
qui annonce la fin du Temps’ in ‘Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du
Temps”. Harmonically, Messiaen recycles the same chord progressions in the opening piano
motive of ‘Vocalise’ in ‘Fouillis’. Similarly, his “cascade of blue-orange chords” appear in both
movements, beneath the peaceful, plainchant melody of the strings. Neither movement follows
the traditional harmonic modulations of Western music. Rather, Messiaen uses the repetition of
motivic material, modes of limited transpositions, and special chords to simulate these forms. In
remaining harmonically ambiguous, Messiaen avoids the forward-directed temporality of
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Western harmonic structures. Finally, all of the motivic and harmonic elements in ‘Vocalise’ and
‘Fouillis’ help to undermine the movement and directionality of time. The string melodies in
both movements undermine time with their ethereal, ametric, plainchant contours. Similarly, the
lack of harmonic direction through structural tension and resolution leads to temporal ambiguity.
In announcing the angel of the Apocalypse, both movements prepare for the end of time.
Themes and Motives: The “Vocalise Motive”
‘Vocalise pour l’Ange qui annonce la fin du Temps’, represents a song for the angel of the
apocalypse. It begins with a powerful entrance of the primary theme, set over a series of chords
on the dominant without their resolutions. The piano motive reappears before the second, clarinet
flourish on a chord on the dominant in measure seven. This motive defines the first part of
‘Vocalise’, but disappears after its second iteration in measure seven. It re-emerges in the
seventh movement, ‘Fouillis’, as the theme head of the secondary theme. This theme, the
“Vocalise motive”, characterizes the second section of ‘Fouillis’, traversing through a series of
melodic and harmonic developments. Furthermore, it reappears in the final measures of
‘Fouillis’, offering a robust, powerful ending before the end of time.
In all of its entrances, the “Vocalise motive” bursts forth, in an abrupt moment of shock and
“dazzlement”. It’s colorful harmonic timbre, paired with its abrupt appearance, call forth a
moment of spiritual and musical intensity. Messiaen attributed moments of musical
“dazzlement” to spiritual shocking events. In his opera St. François d’Assise, the “shock” occurs
when “the angle knocks at the door in scene 4.”202 Similarly, the suddenly forceful, loud
entrance of the “Vocalise motive” in ‘Vocalise’ and ‘Fouillis’ breaks through the silence that
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precedes it. In both cases, it upsets the gentle decay into eternity depicted by the pianissimo
ending of ‘Liturgie’ and the end of the plainchant melody in ‘Fouillis’, and proclaims the end of
time. In the fashion of a fanfare, it heralds the angel of the Apocalypse, preparing for a
“breakthrough toward the beyond, toward the invisible and unspeakable.”203
The “Vocalise motive” binds ‘Vocalise’ and ‘Fouillis’ together in a number of ways. First,
‘Vocalise’ begins with a triple forte statement of the “Vocalise motive” in the piano, establishing
the chord on the dominant as the primary harmonic coloring. The final piano chord dissipates on
a chord of resonance, as the clarinet aggressively reasserts the timbre of the chord on the
dominant in an upward, flourished arpeggio. The chord of resonance, associated with mode 3,
predicts the upcoming harmonic dominance of mode 3. In the third measure, the entrance of the
violin and cello sixteenth notes establishes the third mode of limited transpositions as the
primary harmonic color. The final statement of the “Vocalise motive” in the first section appears
in a resounding cacophony of chords in mode 4, transposed down by a whole tone.204 The
opening “Vocalise motive” only occurs twice in ‘Vocalise’, setting the first section apart from
the rest of the piece. When the motive reappears in ‘Fouillis’ it does so with a full sense of
dazzlement and force. It emerges suddenly out of the slow, rapturous melody in the cello. In both
movements, this motive evokes the “dazzlement” that Messiaen associated with an event of
spiritual and musical intensity. Furthermore, ‘Fouillis’ ends with a forceful statement of this
motive, linking the movements together as the beginning and ending of a larger, cosmic cycle.
Figure 49 illustrates the ‘Vocalise’ piano motive in measures 1-3 of ‘Vocalise’.
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Figure 49. ‘Vocalise’, m. 1-3
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The first statement of the “Vocalise motive” in ‘Fouillis’ occurs in measure 13, at the
beginning of the second section of the piece. It enters abruptly, asserting a double forte dynamic
with repeated accents, in contrast to the tapering decrescendo in the previous measure. The
progression of chords in the piano mirrors the progression in ‘Vocalise’, utilizing an identical
succession of four chords on the dominant and a chord of inferior resonance. The harmony of the
second statement of the motive in measure 14 shifts up a whole step, maintaining the series of
chords on the dominant followed by a chord of inferior resonance. Figure 50 illustrates the return
of the “Vocalise motive” in measure 13 of ‘Fouillis’.

Figure 50. ‘Fouillis’ m. 13
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The same progression appears again at measure 39. In measure 40, Messiaen develops the piano
motive in the upper three voices, while the piano rotates through a cycle of chord clusters
derived from the second movement. Figure 51 demonstrates the “Vocalise motive” in measure
39 of ‘Fouillis’.

Figure 51. ‘Fouillis’ m. 39
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Measure 43 presents another statement of the piano motive, transposed up by a whole step.
The following measures 44-54, develop the previously established harmonies and motives of the
second section. Beginning in measure 44, Messiaen subjects the motive to rhythmic diminution
by means of fragmentation. In measures 44-47, the piano plays a short rhythmic pedal of the last
three durations of the motive. Each of these repetitions features developments on the chord of the
dominant, now containing double appoggiaturas and their resolutions. Furthermore, the dyads in
the bass line develop the chord of inferior resonance. In measure 48 the rhythmic pedal shifts to a
series of non-retrogradable rhythms based on the first two rhythmic cells of the piano motive.
This pattern continues through measure 51, where Messiaen first presents the opening of the
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motive in rhythmic diminution. In the following measure, he continues the process of rhythmic
diminution, reducing the entire motive to two sixteenth notes.

Figure 52. ‘Fouillis’ m. 44-47
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Measure 54 marks the end of the second section, culminating in a dramatic run up into the
third section of the movement. Formally, measures 44-54 imitate the development section of
Sonata Form; however, the texture and harmony shift after measure 54, signaling the beginning
of the third section of the movement. This section presents variations on the opening cello theme
in a cascade of mode 2 sequences in the piano and violin. The piano motive disappears, emerging
in its final statement at the end of the movement. Figure 53 presents the rhythmic diminutions in
measures 50-53 of ‘Fouillis’. Figure 54 depicts the rhythmic augmentations of the ‘Vocalise’
theme in measures 48-49 of ‘Fouillis’.

Figure 53. ‘Fouillis’ m. 50-53
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Figure 54. ‘Fouillis’ m. 48-49
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The “Vocalise motive” weaves the thematic material in ‘Vocalise’ and ‘Fouillis’ together,
into a larger, circular whole. It interrupts the eternal cycle presented in ‘Liturgie’, heralding the
angel of the Apocalypse. Similarly, it announces the end of times in the last measures of
‘Fouillis’ beckoning the eternity of ‘Louange a l’Immortalité de Jésus’. In this way, the piano
motive establishes the “before” and “after” in time, marking the beginning and end of time on
Earth.
Harmony and Color: The Rainbow
The harmonic foundations of ‘Vocalise’ and ‘Fouillis’ provide one of the most striking images of
sound-color in Quatour. In the preface of the score, Messiaen paints a vivid and intensely
colorful picture of the Angel of the apocalypse. For both movements, he references the
“rainbow” in relation to the angel. In his description of ‘Vocalise’, he links the image of the
angel, “crowned with a rainbow and clothed by a cloud” to the first and third sections of the
movement. In the preface to ‘Fouillis’, he describes the image of the angel in ‘Vocalise’:
“Certain passages from the second movement return. The mighty Angel appears, and above all
the rainbow which crowns him (the rainbow: a symbol of peace, wisdom and of all sounding and
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luminous vibrations).”211 In both cases, he illustrates the Angel, crowned by a rainbow.
Similarly, the “Vocalise motive” and its harmonic colorizations characterize the image of the
Angel crowned by a rainbow that appears in both movements. Thus, one associates the “shock”
and “dazzlement” of the “Vocalise motive” with the “the power of the mighty Angel, crowned
with a rainbow and clothed by a cloud, who sets one foot upon the sea and one foot upon the
Earth.”212 Moreover, the prism of sound-colors that the image of the rainbow evokes provides
another point of “dazzlement”. Rainbows imply an infinite possibility of color permutations.
Similarly, the harmonic language in the first and third sections of ‘Vocalise’ and the second and
final parts of ‘Fouillis’ provides a plethora of timbral tinting, shading, and coloring. The
progressions of chords on the dominant and the resonant sonorities of the chords of inferior
resonance create a vast ocean of timbral resonance and color.
First, as previously discussed, the opening measures of ‘Vocalise’ establish the third mode of
limited transpositions with a series of unresolved chords on the dominant. This progression ends
with chord of inferior resonance, as the clarinet enters with another chord on the dominant.
Messiaen described this chord as a chord of inferior resonance. The chord does not resolve;
instead, it continues on until measure seven, when the piano reiterates the opening motive on the
chord on the dominant progression. Similarly, the chord of inferior resonance in the final beat of
measure 1 features a minor seventh dyad (C-Bb) in the bass of the piano.
The piano part in the opening section of Vocalise presents a progression of unresolved chords
on the dominant, followed by five measures of the same chord of inferior resonance. This pattern
continues at measure seven, with the second statement of the opening motive. This second
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statement occurs in the rarely used mode 4, transposed down a whole step.213 In the same pattern
as the first “Vocalise motive”, this sequence of unresolved chords on the dominant moves to a
chord of inferior resonance. In alignment in Wai-ling Cheong’s definition of the chord of inferior
resonance containing an added seventh, the minor seventh bass dyad (E-D), supports the chord of
inferior resonance in measure 7. The end of the piano motive in measures 7-8 moves from the
chord of inferior resonance to another chord on the dominant, before shifting to another chord of
inferior resonance. This same progression occurs in conjunction with a rhythmic diminution of
the piano motive in measures 8-10. In the final two measures 16-17 of the first section, the piano
plays a resounding set of four chords at triple forte before a final fortissimo crash of C octaves.
These chords contain the first, third, fifth, and seventh chords of the “stained-glass window”
progression from the piano part in ‘Liturgie’. Anthony Pople describes these final chords in
relation to ‘Liturgie’, stating
The spectacular crashing descent at ii/C:6 extracts chords 1,3,5, and 7 from the piano’s
sequence in ‘Liturgie de cristal’, each transposed downward through ic4: it thus presents
four successive forms of the ‘chord on the dominant’ with double appoggiatura, but omits
the corresponding chords of resolution.214
Additionally, these chords do not create the “stained-glass window” effect in this sequence, as
the bass notes change with every chord. A similar sequence of chords in the penultimate measure
of the movement bring ‘Vocalise’ to a close, ending without harmonic resolution. The final
sequence of chords on the dominant mirrors the sequence in measures 16-17, with the exception
of the statement of C octaves in measure 17. Instead, the final chord sounds off with a final,
unresolved chord on the dominant. The lack of dominant resolution leaves the movement
suspended, without any sense of true closure. As a result, the final sequence of chords seems to
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lead the movement into another section, rather than to the end. It lacks the sense of finality and
resolution that a traditional harmonic resolution provides. ‘Vocalise’ halts abruptly, on the
precipice of the abyss of the third movement. Figures 55 and 56 illustrate the piano’s chords in
measure 17, as well as the final piano chords in measures 54 and 55.

Figure 55. ‘Vocalise’ m. 17
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Figure 56. ‘Vocalise’ m. 54-55
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Just as the chords on the dominant chord and the chords of inferior resonance in the piano part
evoke the third mode of limited transpositions, so do the sixteenth note interjections in the violin
and cello parts. Beginning in measure 3, the tempo speeds up from a stately 54 bpm to a brisk
104 bpm. As the piano continues its chord of resonance over the bar line, the violin and cello
enter with vigorous flurries of sixteenth notes in mode 3/i. In between these sixteenth note

215
216

Messiaen, Quatour pour la fin du Temps (Paris: Durand, 1942).
Ibid.

121

interruptions, the clarinet breaks through the texture with a chord on the dominant flourish,
further solidifying mode 3. These flourishes continue on into birdsong strophes, reminiscent of
the violin and clarinet birdsong motives in ‘Liturgie de cristal’. Furthermore, the clarinet
flourishes appear again in ‘Abîme’, connecting the second and third movements.
The final section of ‘Vocalise’ begins in measure 49, with a slow dynamic build in the strings.
They begin their descent through the third mode of limited transpositions, growing in volume as
they reach the bottom of the scale. As the phrase reaches its climax, the music suddenly slows
down. The texture thins to the solo cello, ending the descending scale with a forceful Db trill.
The upper three voices enter like bells, signaling the final measures of the piece. In a concluding
statement, the piano enters with a downward flourish of mode 3/i and 3/ii into the final sequence
of unresolved chords on the dominant.
All of the musical elements in the first and third sections of ‘Vocalise’ work in tandem to
depict the might of the Angel and to illustrate the rainbow of his crown. The forcefulness of the
piano motive portrays the shock and “dazzlement” of his might, while the harmonic
underpinnings paint a rainbow of sound-colors. The chord on the dominant progression and the
chord of inferior resonance in mode 3/i evoke shadings of orange, red, green, and gold. Messiaen
described the sound-color connection of mode 3/i as “orange with red and green pigments, to
specks of gold, and also to a milky white with iridescent, opaline reflections.” 217 The final
moments of ‘Vocalise’ superpose the first two transpositions of mode 3, infusing the “orange
with red and green pigments” with “horizontally layered stripes…dark grey, mauve, light gray,
and white with mauve and pale-yellow highlights, with flaming gold letters, of an unknown
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script, and a quantity of little red or blue arcs …”218 This prism of shadings and colors conjures
the sense of eternity and a “breakthrough toward the beyond.”219
Next, the image of the Angel of the Apocalypse wearing a crown of rainbows reappears in the
preface notes on ‘Fouillis’. Messiaen begins his description of this movement with an immediate
reference to materials from ‘Vocalise’. He states, “Certain passages from the second movement
return. The mighty Angel appears, and above all the rainbow which crowns him.”220 As I have
already discussed, Messiaen reuses the opening piano motive from ‘Vocalise’ as the second
thematic idea in ‘Fouillis’. Furthermore, he underscores this recycled motive with much of the
same harmonic material.
The first statement of the “Vocalise motive” disrupts the mood set forth by the cello and
piano in the first twelve measures. Unlike the beginning of ‘Vocalise’, all four instruments enter
together, with a variation of the “Vocalise motive”. The violin and the cello enter with a series of
four sixteenth notes (reminiscent of ‘Vocalise’), while the clarinet and piano play the motive in
its original form. The piano part remains unchanged, copying the exact rhythms and harmonies
from ‘Vocalise’. In measures 13 and 14, the bass of the piano plays soft repetitions of the minor
seventh (C-Bb) dyad, reinforcing the chord of inferior resonance. In an attempt to draw attention
to the chord of resonance, Messiaen marks “résonnace en halo”, or “halo of resonance” above
the piano part in the score. The second statement of the “Vocalise motive” mirrors the piano
entrance in measure seven of ‘Vocalise’. Messiaen speeds up time harmonically, jumping
directly to the mode 4 iteration of the “Vocalise motive”.

218

Pople, Quatour, 36.
Cochran, “The Pebble in the Water,” 523.
220
Pople quoting Messiaen, Quatour, 72.
219

123

In measures 15-16, Messiaen places the string variation of the “Vocalise motive” in the piano
and begins the shift from mode 3/i to mode 2/i. The introduction of the sixteenth notes in the
violin and clarinet establish mode 2/i, harkening back to the violin and cello sixteenth notes in
‘Vocalise’. Formally, this section mirrors the first section of ‘Vocalise’. Messiaen combines the
two statements of the piano motive at the beginning of the section, using the same articulated
sixteenth note pattern to solidify the shift to mode 2/i. Furthermore, Messiaen extends the second
chord of inferior resonance at the end of measure 14 to the end of measure 15, where the
harmony begins to change. As the violin and clarinet play sixteenth notes reminiscent of
‘Vocalise’, the cello continues with rhythmic repetitions of the “Vocalise motive” in triple stops.
As the second section ends, the texture shifts. The top three voices drop out, and the piano plays
a series of arpeggiated chords on the dominant. The four voices join together once more, in
screeching, abrasive trills in the violin, clarinet, and piano and an eerie glissando in the cello. In
measure 25, the upper three voices give way to a cluster of chords of fourths and chords of
resonance borrowed from the middle section of ‘Vocalise’. Figures 57 and 58 illustrate the
chords on the dominant and chord of inferior resonance in the piano part of ‘Vocalise’ from
measures 1-10, and in the piano part of ‘Fouillis’ from measures 13-15. The Blue boxes indicate
the chords of inferior resonance, and the orange boxes indicate the chords on the dominant.
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Figure 57. ‘Vocalise’, piano part m. 1-10. Blue boxes indicate chords of inferior resonance and
the orange boxes indicate the chords on the dominant.
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Figure 58. ‘Fouillis’, piano part, m. 13-15
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The “Vocalise motive” reappears in measure 39, after a brief, 12 measure variation on the
primary theme of ‘Fouillis’. It features the exact same music as measures 13-14, 39, and the first
half of measure 40. In the second half of measure 40, the upper three voices continue on with a
rhythmically augmented version of the theme, demonstrated in Figure 59. The piano part, on the
other hand, reiterates the clusters of superposed chords of fourths and chords of resonance, taken
from the middle section of ‘Vocalise’. These clusters of chords represent the “blue-orange
cascades” that Messiaen described in the score preface. This progression continues on beneath
the developing melodic material until measure 43, when the second iteration of the “Vocalise
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motive” (from measure 14) appears in the transposed mode 4. Thus, measures 39-52 present a
quasi-development section on the materials in measures 13-20.

Figure 59. ‘Fouillis’ m. 39-40
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Messiaen facilitates the development of both the “Vocalise motive” and its harmonic
components in measures 39-52 of ‘Fouillis’. Beginning in measure 44, he adds the double
appoggiaturas to the chords on the dominant in the upper hand of the piano. This progression
develops through measures 44-47, creating another “stained-glass window” progression, with C#
as the common bass note. Similarly, in measures 44-48, the piano’s bass line develops the chord
of inferior resonance. The bass dyads shift from the C-B major seventh through a C-E major
third to a D-A perfect fifth. Measure 47 features the B-F# perfect fourth dyad in rhythmic
diminution, before it makes a final shift to an E-A minor third in the first beat of measure 48. As
the piano develops the rhythmic and harmonic material of the “Vocalise motive”, the upper three
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voices present clusters of superposed chords of fourths and chords of resonance in retrograde.
The final beat of measure 46 and the first beat of 47 feature a “harmonic litany”. Messiaen
describes a “harmonic litany” as “a melodic fragment of two or several notes repeated with
different harmonizations.”227 In measures 46-47, the upper three voices play a series of repeated
sixteenth notes over the developing harmony in the piano. Figure 60 provides an example of the
harmonic litany in measures 46-47.

Figure 60. ‘Fouillis’ m. 46-47
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Measures 48-49 provide the most compelling example of harmonic superpositions in the
entire movement. Beginning in measure 48, the violin traverses through a G# octatonic scale,
representative of mode 2/iii. Simultaneously, the cello begins with an octatonic scale on Eb for
the first two beats of measure 48, or mode 2/i. In the second beat of 48, the cello begins with the
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final Eb of the previous octatonic scale, but changes course into the rarely used whole tone scale
(mode 1). Messiaen felt that late 19th and 20th century composers overused the whole tone scale,
diminishing its exoticism. Thus, he only employed mode 1 in superposition with other modes
and chords. In this case, the cello plays two full beats of the whole tone scale, before dropping
out entirely. In addition to the octatonic and whole tone scales in the violin and cello, the clarinet
enters with two statements of a chord on the dominant (with the double appoggiaturas and
resolutions) at the end of the first beat of measure 48. Meanwhile, the piano doubles the chords
on the dominant in the clarinet in a rhythmically augmented and non-retrogradable version of the
“Vocalise motive”. Thus, measures 48-49 present a superposition of modes 2/i, 2/iii, 1 (whole
tone), and 3/ii (chord on the dominant). Figure 61 illustrates the superposition of modes in
measures 48-49.

Figure 61. ‘Fouillis’ m. 48-49
Octatonic, mode 2

Octatonic, mode 2

Chord on the dominant

Whole Tone, mode 1
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The final measures 50-54 of this section present a closing statement of the “Vocalise motive”.
The first two beats of measure 50 present the original motive, with altered harmonic components.
The first beat of measure 50 appears in mode 2/i, shifting quickly to mode 2/ii in the second beat.
The third beat of measure 50 and all of measure 51 feature the “blue-orange” chord clusters. The
chords of fourths appear again, without the chords of resonance, in the last beat of measure 53
and the first beat of 54. As the harmonic texture continues to shift, the upper three voices
traverse through rhythmic diminutions of the ‘Vocalise’ motive. Figure 62 exemplifies the
rhythmic diminutions and harmonic superpositions in measures 50-53. The green boxes indicate
the rhythmic diminutions in the upper three voices, and the blue ovals indicate the chord of
fourths.
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Figure 62. ‘Fouillis’ m. 50-53
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Harmony: Blue-Orange Cascades
‘Vocalise’ and ‘Fouillis’ present one of the most powerful demonstrations of sound-color in
Quatour. Messiaen combines his modes of limited transpositions, chord of fourths, and chords of
resonance to paint a vivid portrait of “blue-orange cascades”. The “blue-orange cascades”
described in the preface to the score refer to the harmonic progression in the piano in the middle
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section of ‘Vocalise’. This involves a superposition of chords of fourths, chords of resonance, the
second mode of limited transpositions, and connection chords underneath the quasi-plainchant
melody in the violin and cello. This “blue-orange” progression characterizes the entire middle
section of ‘Vocalise’ gently supporting the ethereal, prayer-like melody in the strings.
Furthermore, Messiaen indicates “Presque lent, implapable, lointain”, or “slower, distant and
intangible” in all three voices with the dynamics of the muted strings marked as pianissimo.231
The strings never exceed a mezzo forte in the middle section, and the piano (marked triple piano)
never exceeds piano. The final measures of the section end wistfully, with a quadruple piano in
the piano, and a triple piano in the strings. Furthermore, Messiaen marks the piano part with
“gouttes d’eau en arc-en-ciel” or “rainbow water drops”. This indicates the gentle, cascade of
chords that evoke an image of the rainbow prism of light in a droplet of water.
Although Messiaen describes the piano part in the score as “rainbow water drops”, the preface
to the score (along with his description of these chords in Technique) illustrate these chord
clusters as “gentle cascades of blue-orange chords, garlanding with their distant carillon the
quasi-plainchant chanting of the violin and cello.”232 As a result, this section finds association
with Messiaen’s famous “blue-orange” cascades. Even in Technique, a treatise published after
Quatour, Messiaen describes this section stating, “in gentle cascade of blue-orange chords
surrounding with its distant carillion, the melody, quasi-plainchant, of the strings, let us notice:
superposed fourths, a progression on the chord of resonance, and the second mode of limited
transpositions.”233 Therefore, Messiaen’s indication in the score for “rainbow water drops”
appears less meaningful in the description of timbre and color than the “cascade of blue-orange
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chords”. Harmonically, the middle section of ‘Vocalise’ provides little variation or progression.
It meanders on, shifting between snippets of chords of fourths and chords of resonance.
Moreover, unlike the first and third sections of the movement, the middle section remains mostly
in mode 2. In Technique, Messiaen notes that the chord of fourths contains all of the notes of the
fifth mode of limited transpositions. Similarly, the chord of resonance favors the third mode of
limited transpositions. Thus, this middle section appears as a superposition of these three modes.
In order to create the “blue-orange” effect, Messiaen presents the superpositions in the piano,
evoking a constant cascade of timbral shadings. The strings, on the other hand, gently glide
through the first transposition of the third mode of limited transpositions, maintaining a link with
the mode 3 of the first and third sections of the movement.
Melodically, the upper voices provide a slow, chanting contour, characterized by nonretrogradable rhythms and an exceedingly slow tempo. The slow tempo, marked eighth note
equals 50, creates a feeling of stasis. Though the pitches move forward, the non-retrogradable
rhythms and the slow tempo undermine that forward motion. As a result, the middle section of
‘Vocalise’ appears suspended in eternity. As the piano moves through cycles of the same
harmonic progressions, the ametric string melody flows aimlessly through time and space.
As the strings and piano fade into nothing at the end of this middle section, the harmony slows
down. The final three measures feature blocks of chords in the piano that shift harmonically in
each measure. Above this, the strings play a rhythmic diminution of the melody, eventually
fading away on a single, dotted quarter note. The ametric, non-retrogradable, plainchant contour
of the strings suggests the unchanging space of eternity. The melody has no harmonic or melodic
direction. It simply floats freely, dissipating into nothing at the end of the section.
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In ‘Fouillis’, Messiaen reiterates the “blue-orange” chords reappear a number of times. As
previously stated, they first appear in measure 25, at the end of the second section of the
movement. The piano plays the progression of the chord of fourths, without the superposed
chord of resonance. This ends with the entrance of the next section, and the introduction of the
first variation of the primary theme. The first entrance of the “blue-orange” chords aligns with
the end of the “Vocalise motive”. As the music moves from the “blue-orange” chords into the
next section, the tempo slows down to eighth note equals 50. In the same tempo as the middle
section of ‘Vocalise’, the gentle melody in the violin calls back to the plainchant in ‘Vocalise’.
Indeed, the melodic contour appears remarkably similar to the contour in the second movement.
Thematically, the melody derives from the first theme (introduced by the cello) of ‘Fouillis’;
however, the tempo, non-retrogradable rhythms, and melodic contour faintly mirror ‘Vocalise’.
Furthermore, the harmony shifts to mode 2, emphasizing F# major, E major, and C major. This
ethereal section ends with a clarinet flourish of the chord on the dominant, into a restatement of
the “Vocalise motive”. It seems appropriate that this section ends with a statement of the
“Vocalise motive”. In a sense, it circles back to the beginning of ‘Vocalise’, calling forth another
image of eternity.
The next progression of “blue-orange” chords in ‘Fouillis’ occurs after the restatement of the
“Vocalise motive” in measures 40-42. Again, the “blue-orange” chords herald another entrance
of the motive in measure 43. Two more statements of the chords of fourths segment of the “blueorange” chords occur in measures 50-51 and 53-54. These statements underscore fragments of
the “Vocalise motive”, in the quasi-development portion of the movement. The final iterations of
the “blue-orange” chords emerge in the concluding sections of the movement. In measure 69, the
chord of fourth progression begins in the piano, with the upper three voices moving in
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retrograde. In measure 73, the chord progression persists in the rhythmic fragments of the
“Vocalise motive”. The piano pattern continues through measure 80, traversing first through
variations of the “Vocalise motive”, and then as blocks of descending chords. As the “blueorange” chords continue, the clarinet plays an arpeggiated series of chords on the dominant.
Additionally, the strings play a jovial, sprightly diminution of the primary theme in mode 2/i. In
a cacophonous flurry of colors, Messiaen superposes his “blue-orange” chords, chords on the
dominant, the second mode of limited transpositions. This section leads to a series of powerful
trills in the upper three voices and arpeggiated chords in the piano. The trills provide a final
variation on the primary theme that leads into the last statement of the “Vocalise motive”. In a
final homage to ‘Vocalise’, the movement ends with a crashing, triple forte sequence of chords
in the piano. Marked “brutal” in the score, these chords appear reminiscent of the sequence of
chords in the piano that herald the end of the both the first and third sections of ‘Vocalise’.
The middle section of ‘Vocalise’ and its harmonic return in ‘Fouillis’ generate a different
kind of harmonic “dazzlement”. The middle section of ‘Vocalise’ presents a quasi-plainchant
melody in the strings, underscored by “gentle cascades of blue-orange chords” in the piano.
These “blue-orange’ chords exemplify Messiaen’s superposition of special chords to create a
vibrant cluster of sound-color. These clusters of chords return in ‘Fouillis’, coloring
developments on the first and second themes of the movement. In a final burst of color, the
“blue-orange” chord clusters lead ‘Fouillis’ into a dazzling outburst of trills in the upper three
voices. The final moments of ‘Fouillis’ pass “beyond reality and submit to ecstasy to a dizziness,
a gyratory interlocking of superhuman sounds and colors. These swords of fire, these flows or
blue-orange lava, these sudden stars; this is the tumult of rainbows!”234 These images of lava,
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stars, and rainbows conjure a sense of “dazzlement”. The many colors, hues, and shadings of the
“blue-orange” sections summon an infinite amount of sound-color possibilities. In this way,
these harmonic devices symbolize eternity. Figure 63 illustrates the beginning of the “blueorange” chord progression in ‘Vocalise’.

Figure 63. “Blue-orange” chords, ‘Vocalise’
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Chapter 8: ‘Abîme des oiseaux’
The abyss is Time, with its sorrows and its weariness. The birds are the opposite of Time;
they are our desire for light, for stars, for rainbows and joyful songs.236
‘Abîme des oiseaux’, the third movement of Quatour, exhibits one of Messiaen’s most obvious
distinctions between time and eternity. In the score preface, he describes the abyss in this
movement as time, “The abyss is Time, with its sorrows and its weariness.”237 Moreover, he
describes the birds as “the opposite of Time; they are our desire for light, for stars, for rainbows
and joyful songs.”238 Thus, as the opposite of time, the birds represent eternity. In order to
accurately portray the symbolism of the abyss and birds, Messiaen creates a musical distinction
between the “abyss” sections and the “bird” sections in ‘Abîme’. First, the “abyss” sections
feature an intensely slow tempo, marked at eighth note equals 44. Furthermore, the abyss never
exceeds the dynamic range of piano, until it abruptly crescendos into the bird section. Messiaen
indicates “désolé” or “desolate” in the score, asking the performer to limit phrasing, dynamic
fluctuation, and any other emotional components. Next, the abyss sections feature a degree of
symmetry, but do not actually feature any non-retrogradable structures. Thus, the abyss indicates
broken symmetry, rather than palindromic symmetry. Messiaen incorporates “valeur ajoutée”
(added value) into these sections to offset the rhythms and create an imbalance in the
symmetrical structure. In this sense, he depicts time overpowering eternity. Furthermore, these
sections revolve around the pitch center of E (transposed), that functions as a return and closing
point for entire movement. The E often appears in extended durations, symbolizing the drudgery
of time in the abyss, as well as a shift from the abyss to the birds or transitional material.
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Furthermore, the abyss sections provide an excellent example of Messiaen’s altered melodic
contours. The opening motive exemplifies his tritonally altered Boris motive. This motive
permeates the abyss sections of the movement, as well as the transitional sections between the
abyss and birdsong.
The birdsong sections, in stark contrast to the abyss, indicate eternity and the divine. As
previously mentioned, Messiaen placed birds highest in the divine hierarchy on Earth. He
associated their songs with the purest form of music, one that could depict the divine. Hence,
these sections depict glimpses of eternity in between the abyssal void of human time. As a first
point of contrast, the birdsong sections enter at a suddenly, much faster tempo. Messiaen
designates these sections with a tempo marking of quarter note equals 126 bpm. Furthermore,
Messiaen injects snippets of the abyss, in the form of a whole note E, in between the birdsong
sections. This provides another level of contrast between time and eternity. The symmetrical
structure of the birdsong melodies provides multiple layers of bi-lateral, non-retrogradable
symmetry. First, each of the individual rhythmic cells are non-retrogradable. Next, even the pitch
class structures appear non-retrogradable. Referring back to the “Morris Contour-Reduction
Algorithm”, which defines melodic contour in terms of “a temporally ordered set of pitches
numbered in ascending pitch space order from 0 to (n-1), where n represents the cardinality of
the set”, the individual pitches that make up the contour are arranged in a symmetrical, nonretrogradable succession.239On a larger scale, Messiaen delineates strophes of birdsong with
eighth rests that serve as “boundary markers” between melodic segments.240 These segments,
including the eighth rests, constitute another level of bi-lateral, non-retrogradable symmetry.
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Moreover, these segments or “strophes” of birdsong contain the symmetrical pitch class contours
and smaller units of non-retrogradable rhythms. Finally, on a macro level, the entire birdsong
section exhibits a level symmetry. The first section of birdsong occurs between two statements of
the abyss E. The next birdsong section begins with a reiteration of the initial birdsong motives,
transposed to the fourth mode of limited transpositions. This entire section both begins and ends
with an eighth rest, indicating large scale symmetry.
Finally, Messiaen’s use of the falling augmented fourth (tritone) interval permeates the entire
movement. In his article “A Semiotic Investigation of Messiaen’s ‘Abîme des oiseaux’, David
Morris notes that the falling F#-C tritone occurs 20 times in the first section (mm. 1-13) alone.
This does not account for the other tritone combinations that also occur in this section. This
interval holds a motivic importance, as it forms the basis for both the Boris motive and the
birdsong strophes. Furthermore, the falling tritone links the birdsong motives in ‘Abîme’ to the
clarinet birdsong motives in ‘Liturgie’. Messiaen preserves the tritone intervals, creating a
symmetrical link between the birdsong material of the two movements. Finally, the falling
tritone holds a degree of harmonic and rhythmic importance. They often occur with the
uppermost note on an added value rhythm, enhancing the off-balance, ametric emphasis of the
harmonic dissonance of the interval.
The Abyss
‘Abîme’ opens with the abyss. This first section, spanning the beginning 13 measures of the
piece, expresses the movements of time through slow, desolate melodies and few harmonic and
rhythmic changes. It begins with a sustained, throat E on the clarinet that slowly reaches up a
tritone to the climax of the first measure (It is important to note that measures in this movement
do not delineate a number of pulses. Instead, they indicate the beginning and ends of phrases.). If
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one removed the middle notes of the melodic contour in the first five measures, the resulting
contour would outline a symmetrical series of E-Bb tritones. In this case, the melodic contour
would rise and fall twice, with the apexes of the phrase occurring at the falling Bb-E tritones
between measures 1-2 and 3-4. Moreover, the melodic contour would appear as nonretrogradable, with the sustained E in measure 3 functioning as the common central value for the
two non-retrogradable halves. Figure 64 exhibits the opening motive as it appears in the score
(transposed). Figure 65 demonstrates the melodic contour of the opening phrase as a nonretrogradable structure. Notice that the whole phrase (without the middle notes of the contour)
contains two identical non-retrogradable rhythms with the middle E function as the center value.

Figure 64. ‘Abîme’ opening motive
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Figure 65. Non-retrogradable Melodic Contour, ‘Abîme’
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Thus, Messiaen embeds a non-retrogradable contour inside of the first five measures. In order
to abate this symbol of eternity, he utilizes added sixteenth notes at the end of each measure, and
in the middle of measures 2 and 4. As a result, the individual rhythmic cells lose their bi-lateral
symmetry and disrupt the circularity of phrase. I believe Messiaen incorporated added value into
this phrase to maintain a sense of continuous movement that is otherwise obscured by the slow
tempo, quiet dynamic, and lack of harmonic and melodic direction. Moreover, the added value
sixteenth notes produce an ametric, stumbling effect that disrupt the continuity of eternity.
Furthermore, the opening phrase features another layer of unbalanced symmetry produced by the
three sustained Es. The sustained Es occur at the beginning, middle, and end of the phrase. This
creates a symmetry in the overall phrase structure; however, it also indicates the successive
beginning, middle, and ending movements in time. In this sense, the first phrase undermines its
own symmetry with the literal presentation of a past, present, and future in time.
Finally, Messiaen builds the melodic contour of the first phrase on a tritonally altered version
of the Boris motive. The original Boris motive is comprised of the intervals of a minor third,
minor second, minor third, and a perfect fifth. In the opening measures of ‘Abîme’, he alters the
intervallic relationships, resulting in a major third, minor second, minor third, and augmented
fourth. This intervallic alteration aligns with Messiaen’s intervallic alteration of the Boris motive
in Technique. In essence, Messiaen alters the first and fourth intervals, maintaining the middle
minor second and minor third. As a result, the entire first phrase relies on the dissonance of the
tritone as a point of harmonic tension. Similarly, the downward movement of the tritone on an
added value sixteenth note provides even more tension to the interval. Thus, the two halves of
the phrase climax at the falling tritones, reaching a semi-resolution on the subsequent sustained
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Es. The blue boxes in Figure 64 illustrate the falling, augmented tritones in the opening phrase.
Figures 66 and 67 exemplify the Boris motive and its altered counterpart.

Figure 66. Boris motive

m3 m2

m3
P5
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Figure 67. ‘Boris’ motive altered in ‘Abîme’
M3 m2 m3 Aug. 4
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A fragment of the Boris motive returns at the end of measure 11, signaling the end of the first
section. This adds another layer of symmetry to the first abyss section; however, the final
statement of the Boris motive does not return to the E. It fades away into nothing on the
penultimate G. Instead, the E returns in measure 13 as a transitional measure between the first
and second sections. Therefore, the section begins with a statement of the Boris motive, but ends
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without resolution. This occurs right before the start of the first bird section, marking a transition
from time to eternity. Figure 68 demonstrates the return of the Boris motive in measures 11-12.

Figure 68. Return of ‘Boris’ motive in ‘Abîme’
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Measures 6-8 illustrate another instance of symmetry in ‘Abîme’. First, the phrase begins in
measure 6 with an accented, falling E-Bb augmented fourth. An inverted version of the falling
Bb-E tritone in the opening phrase, this interval provides a symmetrical link between the first
phrase and the second. It occurs after the final, sustained E in measure 5 in an assumed
continuation of the first phrase. Instead of continuing on, it quietly ends in the first beat of
measure 7. The entire phrase contains fifteen eighth note durations, interrupted by a breath mark
in measure 7. The breath mark indicates a phrase marking, rather than an actual breath. As a
result, the breath mark breaks up the phrase, undermining any notions of symmetry. David
Morris defines the breath mark as the beginning of a second, smaller section in the larger abyss
section. He notes that the falling E-Bb tritone marks an actual end to the opening phrase. This
makes sense on a harmonic and motivic level, however the breath mark at the end of measure 5
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indicates the end of the first phrase. I posit that this falling tritone functions as a bridge between
the first two phrases.
The second beat in measure 7 contains an added sixteenth note value that off-sets the
symmetry of the entire measure, while simultaneously creating a non-retrogradable rhythm
within the rhythmic cell. The beaming of the rhythmic cell suggests that the added sixteenth note
disturbs its original non-retrogradable structure, undermining the smaller non-retrogradable unit
it creates. Measures 6 and 8 demonstrate an almost symmetrical rhythm. At first glance, the
rhythms appear exact; however, the addition of an added value dot to the quarter note in measure
6 upsets the rhythmic balance between measures 6 and 8. These three measures exemplify the
dominance of time over eternity. Messiaen builds these measures in a way that seeks eternity.
With the addition of added values and the breath mark, time undermines this move toward the
eternal. Hence, these measures present the ultimate symbol of the separation of time and eternity,
of humans from the divine. Figure 69 demonstrates the aforementioned techniques in measures
6-8.

Figure 69. ‘Abîme’ m. 6-8
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The final measures 9-13 of the first abyss section feature the loudest dynamic of the opening
material. Measures 9-10 begin at the softest dynamic, triple piano, and quickly crescendo. The
melodic line in measure 11 enters at a full forte, emphasizing the descending E-Bb tritone
between the second and third eighth notes. The succession of descending tritones continues
through measure 11, with almost all of them falling on an added value sixteenth note. As
previously discussed, the end of measure 11 and measure 12 return to a fragmented version of
the Boris motive, before dissipating into nothing. Measure 13 presents an important turning point
in the piece. On the one hand, it brings the first abyss section to a close with the recurrence of the
sustained E. On the other hand, it signals the beginning of the first bird section. The score
indicates “Sans, presser, progressif et puissant”, or “without pressure, progressive and
powerful”.246 In other words, without increasing the tempo, the music grows progressively more
powerful and appears to move faster. Messiaen asks the performer to accomplish this
dynamically, indicating the starting dynamic at triple piano and the end dynamic at quadruple
forte. The tempo remains unchanged from the first section; thus, the sudden increasing in
dynamic power creates the effect of a sudden change in tempo. These sustained E measures
demonstrate a change in the perception of time. Messiaen described this in Traité as a function of
psychological time, where one’s perception of the movements of time based on their position in
the past or present. This change in perception helps propel the music forward into the new tempo
in measure 14, without actually experiencing a change in tempo. Figure 70 illustrates measures
9-13.
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Figure 70. ‘Abîme’ m. 9-13
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The Birds
The first bird section begins in measure 14. For Messiaen, birds characterized the opposite of
time. As a result, the bird section presents an excess of symmetrical and non-retrogradable
structures, symbolizing the circularity of eternity. The first bird section spans measures 14-19,
ending with another statement of the sustained E of the abyss in measure 20. Beginning in
measure 14, the eighth rests at the beginning and end of the measure demarcate the phrase as a
single strophe of birdsong. Moreover, the eighth rests indicate an overall non-retrogradable,
symmetrical structure within the entire strophe. Measure 14 presents three groups of three
sixteenth notes, in between the two eighth rests. The groups of three sixteenth notes present a
non-retrogradable rhythm and the two eighth rests form an outer shell of non-retrogradation for
the entire strophe. Furthermore, the final eighth rest in measure 14 also functions as the first
eighth rest in the following birdsong strophe.
Measure 15 begins in the middle of the second birdsong strophe, on a series of grace notes
leading to two sixteenths. Like measure 14, it begins and ends with eighth note rests, denoting an
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outer layer of circularity. The two outer rhythmic figures contain the same pitches and rhythms;
however, the grace notes eliminate any large-scale instances of non-retrogradation. Instead,
measure 15 contains smaller units of non-retrogradable rhythms. First, the final eighth rest in
measure 14 functions as the outer value of a non-retrogradable rhythm ending with the second
half of the first beat in measure 15. The second instance of non-retrogradation occurs between
the inner eighth rest, the trill, and the second inner eighth rest. The trilled A natural in the middle
of the measure functions as the common center value for the two inner eighth rests. The final
non-retrogradable rhythm begins on the fourth beat of the measure and ends on the final eighth
rest. Figure 71 illustrates the non-retrogradable rhythms in measure 15. The green boxes indicate
the two outer non-retrogradable rhythms, and the blue box indicates the inner non-retrogradable
rhythm. The final eighth rest in measure 14 is not pictured, thus the first non-retrogradable
rhythm is missing its first eighth rest. See figure 72 for measures 14-15.

Figure 71. ‘Abîme des oiseaux’ Measure 15 Non-retrogradable rhythms
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The outer two motives in measure 15 (thirty-second note triplets slurred to two sixteenth
notes) link the birdsong material in ‘Abîme’ to the birdsong in ‘Liturgie’. In ‘Liturgie’, the
clarinet plays a rhythmic diminution of the same motive in the second measure of the movement.
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Similarly, the clarinet plays the same motive with the same rhythmic durations throughout
‘Liturgie’. In ‘Liturgie’, the thirty-second note triplets occur on the beat, rather than as grace
notes. Furthermore, the thirty-second note triplets do not retain the same intervallic relationships
in ‘Abîme’. The shift in intervals results from the shift to mode 2/iii in ‘Abîme’ from mode 3 in
‘Liturgie’. Moreover, Messiaen changes modes frequently throughout the birdsong sections of
‘Abîme’. Measure 14 traverses through mode 3/iii with an added Eb, while measure 15 swiftly
moves to mode 2/iii. In contrast, the abyss sections remain consistently in mode 2, navigating
through its three transpositions.
Measure 16 and the beginning of measure 17 mark a change in the bi-lateral symmetry of the
section. Instead of portraying non-retrogradable symmetries, these measures feature symmetry
through the diminution and augmentation of previously heard material in ‘Liturgie’. First,
measure 16 presents the same articulated, descending tritones that lead to a thirty-second note
triplet in the clarinet bird motives in ‘Liturgie’. Messiaen maintains the tritone interval, but
changes the notes to fit mode 3/ii. Moreover, he presents the descending tritones in rhythmic
augmentation, elongating the values to three eighth notes with an added value sixteenth in the
middle of the figure. This added sixteenth increases the intensity of the falling tritone, leading
more forcefully into the thirty-second note grace notes. Measure 17 begins with a similar
articulated, falling tritone figure. Both falling tritones in this measure begin with an added value
sixteenth note. The following two beats feature a rhythmic diminution of the G-Db tritone at the
beginning of the measure, diminishing into two full beats of sixteenth notes. Furthermore, these
two beats of sixteenth notes present a non-retrogradable rhythm. Figure 72 demonstrates the
symmetrical, non-retrogradable structures in measures 14-15 and the falling tritones in measures
16-17.
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Figure 72. ‘Abîme’ m. 14-17
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The rest of measure 17 returns to the non-retrogradable structure of measure 14. Instead of
three groups of three sixteenth notes, measure 17 contains three groups of four sixteenth notes (a
rhythmic augmentation of measure 14), delineated by eighth rests on either side. The final beats
of measure 17 contain a chord on the dominant beginning with double appoggiaturas and
resolving in the final C#-F# of the measure. The final eighth rest of measure 17 marks the
beginning of the birdsong strophe in measure 18 that mimics the grace note figures in measure
15. Again, the two grace note figures appear identical. Like measure 15, the non-retrogradation
occurs between the final eighth rest of measure 17 and the second half of the first beat of
measure 18, the second half of the first beat of measure 18 and the beginning of the third beat of
measure 18, and the beginning of the third beat of measure 18 and the end of the measure.
Finally, the superposed chord on the dominant with a chord of fourths in measure 19 brings the
first bird section to a close. This measure leads into another sustained E, identical to the one in
measure 13. Thus, the sustained E provides a symmetrical circularity to the entire first birdsong
section. It encompasses all of the smaller, more intricate units of symmetry into one, eternal,
symmetrical whole. Figure 73 demonstrates the symmetrical structures and the chord on the
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dominant in measures 17-19. The red green and blue boxes indicate the non-retrogradable
rhythms, and the yellow boxes indicate the chord on the dominant.

Figure 73. ‘Abîme’ m. 17-19
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The sustained E in measure 20 not only provides a closing sense of symmetry to the first
birdsong section, it also heralds the start of the second birdsong section. This section begins in
measure 21 and ends in 24. It presents some of the most compelling harmonic material in the
movement, beginning in measure 21. Measure 21 mirrors the symmetrical structure of measure
14, now in the fourth mode of limited transpositions. As a result, the groups of three sixteenth
notes in measure 21 do not retain the intervallic relationships from measure 14. Messiaen rarely
used mode 4, reserving it for special moments in his music. Indeed, this section of birdsong
appears particularly special, as it presents a quasi-development on the previous birdsong
material. Measure 22 emerges as a diminution of measure 15, with one statement of the thirtysecond note triplet figure. In a quasi-augmentation, measure 23 presents the middle trill of
measure 15. Instead of one trill in mode 2/iii, Messiaen expands the rhythm to include two trills
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in the elusive mode 1. Thus, measures 21-23 feature the same birdsong material as measures 1416, now in Messiaen’s most obscure modes and in a series of rhythmic expansions and
contractions. The Figure 74 exemplifies measures 20-23.
Figure 74. ‘Abîme’ m. 20-23
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Messiaen transitions back to mode 2 in measure 24 with a variation on the rhythm from
measures 14, 17, and 21. Set between two eighth rests, the strophe continues through two nonretrogradable sets of three sixteenth notes into a group of four and three sixteenth notes. With the
addition of a sixteenth note to the middle rhythmic cell, Messiaen creates a disjunct symmetry of
multiple, smaller units of non-retrogradable rhythms. The rest of measure 24 grows in intensity
as it crescendos through a series of chords on the dominant beginning on the low D, culminating
with a rallentando into measure 25. The blue and gold boxes in Figure 75 demonstrate the nonretrogradable rhythms in measure 24, and the green boxes indicate the chords on the dominant.
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Figure 75. ‘Abîme’ m. 24
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Measures 25-29 present a transitional section between the second birdsong section and the
final abyss section. Messiaen reduces the tempo and expands the rhythmic motives. Measures 27
and 29 depict an excellent example of rhythmic augmentation. First, the descending eighth notes
in the first two beats of measure 27 portray the Hindu tâla, candrakalâ. The pitches in the first
part of the rhythm, D#-Bb-A, repeat in the second beat with the addition of a dot to each note.
Although the rhythmic motive in beats 1 and 2 suggests one of Messiaen’s pre-formed rhythms,
the repetition of the notes with longer values points to a rhythmic augmentation. Measure 29, on
the other hand, begins with a whole note trill that continues for the duration of a whole note and
a quarter note. Messiaen alters the notation of the trill in the last beat to prepare for the rhythmic
augmentations in the rest of the measure. By the sixth beat, the rhythm expands to a series of
three F-G eighth note-sixteenth note figures. Next, Messiaen expands the rhythm again, from the
sixteenth note-eighth note figure to two eighth notes. Finally, Messiaen adds an additional eighth
note to the two eighth note figure, along with dots on each note. As the rhythm expands, the
tempo subsides and the dynamics fade away to silence. See Figure 76 for measures 25-29.
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Figure 76. ‘Abîme’ m. 25-29
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The final abyss section rounds out the larger ABA ternary form of the movement. It begins
with the same altered Boris motive, now an octave lower. Messiaen maintains the same melodic
contour, rhythms, and mode 2 harmonies in the final abyss section. He slightly alters some of the
intervallic relationships, to include more tritones in measure 40. Furthermore, he increases the
number of added value sixteenth notes in measure 40, emphasizing the increased number of
falling tritones. Measure 41 reintroduces the sustained E, signaling the end of the abyss and the
beginning of eternity. In a final thought, the music speeds up with an homage to the expansive
eighth note figures of measures 25-26. With a final echo of the opening Boris motive, the eighth
notes in measures 42 and 43 reiterate the first seven notes of the piece, before stumbling into a
brilliant flourish on the chord on the dominant. Almost an afterthought, the final four notes ring
out with one last statement of the Boris motive, ending emphatically on the descending Bb-E
tritone. Thus, with one finale E, ‘Abîme’ symbolizes the circularity of eternity. Moreover, the
final statement of the Boris melody solidifies its circularity, and a true end to the time of the
abyss. Figure 77 illustrates the final half of ‘Abîme’. It begins with the return of the Boris motive
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in the “abyss”, transitions to a final, sustained E, and ends with a final iteration of the Boris
motive.

Figure 77. ‘Abîme des oiseaux’ Recap of the “abyss” section
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Chapter 9: ‘Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes’
Rhythmically the most characteristic piece of the set. The four instruments in unison are
made to sound like gongs and trumpets (the first six trumpets of the apocalypse followed
by various catastrophes, the trumpet of the seventh angel announcing the consummation
of the mystery of God). The use of added values, augmented or diminished rhythms, and
non-retrogradable rhythms. Music of stone, fearful granite sonorities; the irresistible
movement of steel, enormous blocks of purple fury, of icy intoxication. Listen above all
to the terrible fortissimo of the theme in augmentation and the changes in register of its
different notes, towards the end of the piece.254
Of all the movements in Quatour, ‘Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes’ conjures the
most terrifying and realistic image of the Apocalypse. With all four instruments in a distressing
unison, it calls forth the beginning of the end with a cacophonous flurry of sound. The
frightening imagery conjured by this movement fuels many of the theories that link Quatour to
Messiaen’s experiences in the camp. Many scholars believe Messiaen attempted to convey the
horrors of war (and later the Holocaust) with the Apocalyptic imagery of this movement.
However apocalyptic this movement might seem, I posit that Messiaen conveys an end to
musical time alongside the apocalyptic images of the end of human time. This stands as a point
of connection between the end of musical time and the program of ‘Danse de la fureur’. ‘Danse’
invokes the power of non-retrogradable rhythms, prime numbers, and rhythmic contractions and
expansions to demonstrate an end to time (both musically and literally).
First, it is important to note that ‘Danse’ does not utilize four-part harmony. Instead, all four
instruments play in unison for the entirety of the movement. For Messiaen, this did not mean that
harmony could not exist. His emphasis on modal harmony as a function of color, rather than
structure, allows harmony to continue through the melodic lines in ‘Danse’. The primary theme
contains the pitches C, E, F#, Ab, Bb, B. According to Anthony Pople, all of these pitches
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(except B) lie within the whole tone scale.255 Pople notes that “it is tempting to regard this theme
as one of the composer’s rare uses of mode 1.”256 However, he goes on to describe the opening
melody within mode 6. Mode 6, also rarely used, also contains all of the notes in the opening
passage. Pople notes that the use of mode 1 seems unlikely, “given the chronological proximity
of the movement’s composition to Technique, in which he specifically excuses himself from
making prominent use of this mode.”257 Furthermore, Messiaen frequently mentioned that the
use of mode 1 should only occur in superposition with other modes. Thus, mode 6 seems a likely
candidate for opening motive. The second half of the motive, beginning in measure 5, shifts to
mode 2 for two measures, before returning to mode 6 in the restatement of the main theme. The
first twenty-six measures of the movement continue on in more-or-less the same way, shifting
between mode 2 and mode 6.
The first sixteenth measures of the movement present a series of non-retrogradable rhythms
made up of prime number groups, facilitated by added value sixteenth notes. The primary theme
(measures 1-4 and 16-19,) features groups of five sixteenth notes. Moreover, the opening theme
demonstrates a series of overlapping non-retrogradable rhythms. The final beats of the phrase
elongate the rhythm with the addition of an added value dot to the C. Figure 78 illustrates the
non-retrogradable rhythms, added values, and groups of prime numbers in the first six measures
of the piece. The brackets indicate the non-retrogradable rhythms, and the crosses indicate the
added values. The numbers written over the rhythms indicate the prime number groups.
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Figure 78. ‘Danse’ m. 1-6
5

5
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The second half of the primary theme (measures 5-15 and 20-27) portrays an extension on the
thematic ideas presented in the first four measures. In each cycle, the second half of the theme
reiterates the first two measures of the first half. As previously discussed, Messiaen moves to
mode 2 during the second half of the theme. Moreover, he augments the groups five sixteenth
note values into groups of seven, eleven, and thirteen sixteenth notes. The end of the first section
culminates in a striking slough of sixteenth note runs in measure 27, marked “pressez un peu”
and then “pressez encore”. All four instruments increase in speed and dynamics through the run
until the second half of the measure, where the rhythmic motion comes to a halt. Messiaen
expands the rhythmic values of the notes while maintaining the same pitch progression (D-A-BBb) from the previous beat. The final three beats of measure 27 expand even more, into three
quarter notes that grow in volume and intensity.
The use of added values and non-retrogradable rhythms in the first 27 measures of ‘Danse’
undermines regularity of meter. Instead, the music moves in a disjunct, off-balance, ametric
dance. As Anthony Pople states, the first four measures could be counted in common time,
without the presence of added values.259 With the added values, the ear picks up beats of unequal
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length. Thus, Messiaen undermines time in two ways. First, the symmetry of the nonretrogradable rhythms represent eternity. Next, the added values undermine regularity and
evenness of pulse. As a result, the successiveness of time derails. In contrast, the middle section
of the movement emerges at a sudden, full stop. The rhythms suddenly expand, the dynamic
drops to a double piano, and the score indicates “distant”. The tempo does not change, but the
texture, melody, timbre, and dynamics indicate a change in the perception of time. This entire
section features a series of non-retrogradable rhythms. Each measure features its own set of nonretrogradable rhythmic cells that combine to form a larger, non-retrogradable structure. As a
result, the common, central values become important in distinguishing each non-retrogradable
rhythm. These non-retrogradable rhythms continue on between measures 28 and 41, when the
music moves forward with cascades of a sixteenth note ostinato that repeats the same rhythmic
figure (in the fashion of an isorhythm). Figure 79 exemplifies the series of non-retrogradable
rhythms and their central values. The numbers indicate the number of sixteenth note values in
each symmetrical wing of the non-retrogradable rhythm.
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Figure 79. ‘Danse’ m. 28-32; The numbers indicate the number of sixteenth note values
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Finally, Messiaen’s rhythmic compressions and expansions (diminutions and augmentations)
characterize a good deal of the material in ‘Danse’. As I have already stated, these examples of
rhythmic compressions and expansions in Quatour provided a foundation for Messiaen’s later
technique of symmetrical permutations that forms the basis of the principle of re-ordering and
changing durational values to undermine time. One of the most striking examples of this
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technique occurs in the clarinet and piano parts of ‘Danse’, beginning in measure 52. Messiaen
indicates “bronzé, cuivré”, or “bronze, copper” in the score, calling forth the “gongs and
trumpets” of the apocalypse.261 He describes the entrance of the gongs and trumpets as the
“beginning of the end”, stating, “the first six trumpets of the apocalypse followed by various
catastrophes, the trumpet of the seventh angel announcing the consummation of the mystery of
God.”262 At this point in ‘Danse’, the clarinet and piano separate from the strings.
The first statement of the “gong” theme features a non-retrogradable rhythm comprised of a
half note, followed by a quarter note, followed by another half note. Messiaen marks each note
with a triple forte sforzando. The following measure, 53, presents the first form of rhythmic
augmentation (expansion). The two half note values gain two additional sixteenth notes, and the
middle quarter note value gains an additional sixteenth note. The pattern ceases for two
measures, before returning in measure 56. In measure 56, Messiaen reduces the original half note
values by two sixteenth notes and the quarter note value by one sixteenth note.
In measure 57, the two outer values gain two sixteenth notes and the inner value gains one
sixteenth note, returning to the original rhythm in measure 52. In measure 58, Messiaen subjects
the rhythms to a combination of expansion and contraction. First, he decreases the number of
sixteenth note values in each half note value to five sixteenth notes. At the same time, he
increases the number of sixteenth note values in the quarter note from four to five. As a result,
each rhythmic value contains the same amount of sixteenth note durations. On another level,
each large beat in measure 58 contains the same three pitches (F-C#-A) from the rest of the
pattern in a miniature diminution. This results in a series of miniature diminutions occurring
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within each individual beat alongside the larger process of contraction and expansion. The final
measure in the sequence expands the durations once more, giving two additional sixteenth notes
to the original half note durations, and an additional sixteenth note the original quarter note
duration. This measure mirrors measure 53. A similar process repeats in measures 60-65, with
the initial statement of the “gong” motive appearing as a dotted quarter, eight note, dotted quarter
rhythm. The measures 60-65 introduce a “folding out” permutation of the original pattern. Figure
80 displays the rhythmic expansions and contractions in measure 52. Figure 81 illustrates the
processes of augmentation and diminution in measures 56-59. Figure 82 illustrates the next
permutation of the initial pattern in measures 60-65.

Figure 80. ‘Danse’ m. 52
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Figure 81. ‘Danse’ measures 56-59

264

Figure 82. ‘Danse’ m. 60-64; 65-68
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Hence, these two sequences of rhythmic expansions and contractions demonstrate an early
version of Messiaen’s “symmetrical permutations”. Symmetrical permutations make up the third
leg of the “charm of impossibilities” and prove integral in symbolizing the eternal in many of his
later works. These two permutations indicate that Messiaen began to formulate this process early
on. Whether or not he intended to illustrate symmetry with these measures in ‘Danse’, these two
permutations feature a series of non-retrogradable rhythms and an early derivative of the process
of symmetrical permutations. Through the expansion and contraction of time, these rhythmic
figures disrupt the perception of time as forward-directional. Furthermore, their nonretrogradable structures provide one of the most basic and widely used symbols of eternity in
Messiaen’s music.
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Chapter 10: ‘Lounge à l’Éternité de Jésus’ and ‘Louange à l’Immortalité de Jésus’
‘Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus’
Jesus is here considered as the Word. A long phrase or the cello, infinitely slow,
magnifies with love and reverence the eternity of this powerful and gentle Word, ‘which
the years can never efface.’ Majestically, the melody unfolds in a kind of tender and
supreme distance. ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God.’267
‘Louange à l’Immortalité de Jésus’
A long violin solo, acting as a pendant to the cello solo of the fifth movement. Why this
second eulogy? It is addressed more specifically to the second aspect of Jesus, the man
Jesus, to the Word made flesh, resurrected immortally to grant us life. It is all love. Its
slow ascent towards the extreme high register is the ascent of man towards his God, of
the Child of God towards his Father, of the deified Being towards Paradise.268
Of all the movements in Quatour, the fifth and eighth movements are the only ones that deal
directly with the eternity and immortality of the divine. The fifth movement, ‘Lounge à l’Éternité
de Jésus’, describes the eternity of the God head as a divine being. It deals with divine eternity as
the “end game” of time on Earth. The eighth movement, ‘Lounge à l’Immortalité de Jésus’,
refers to the Resurrection (the end of Jesus’ time on Earth) as a metaphor for the end of time. All
of the other movements deal with eternity in a purely symbolic way, while these two movements
make explicit references divine eternity.
Additionally, the two ‘Lounage’ movements are the only two movements in Quatour that
feature recycled melodic material. Messiaen transcribed ‘Lounage à l’Éternité’ from his 1937
organ work, Fêtes des belles eaux, and ‘Lounage à l’Immortalitè de Jésus’ from Dyptique (1930).
Messiaen saw an opportunity to recycle old material (in the Medieval fashion of ‘troping’) that
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accurately conveyed his interpretations of the Christian afterlife. In the words of Paul Griffiths,
“the two ‘Lounges’ invite an active participation in the experience of eternity”.269
Griffiths presents a compelling theory on the symmetrical elements in the overall form of
Quatour. Aside from the harmonic and melodic connections between ‘Vocalise’ and ‘Fouillis’
and the birdsong connection between ‘Vocalise’, ‘Abîme’, and ‘Liturgie’, he argues that the
entire quartet functions as palindrome. Instead of viewing Quatour through the successive lens of
time, Griffiths posits that the fifth and eighth movements act as two separate endings in the
repetition of a larger cycle. This theory eliminates ‘Liturgie’ as the beginning movement and
makes ‘Lounge à l’Éternité a Jésus’ an end of a larger, undeveloped musical cycle. Furthermore,
as a palindrome, it also places both movements five and eight, at the theoretical beginning of
some other eternal cycle. Thus, he asserts that, in Quatour, a conclusion does not imply an
ending. This argument aligns with Messiaen’s cyclical and symmetrical techniques. Whether
Messiaen intended the piece this way, one cannot definitively say, but Griffiths makes a
persuasive argument. In line with Griffith’s theory on symmetrical form, the ‘Lounges’
movements share a great deal of musical language that propel them into the end of time. Both
movements could, theoretically, function as endings to Quatour, as they share a common tonality
(E maj.), form, melodic shape, tempo, dynamics, and ending. Both movements quietly end in the
highest range of the cello and violin (respectively), evaporating into eternity. In this chapter, I
will provide an analysis of ‘Lounge à l’Éternité a Jésus’ and ‘Louange à l’Immortalité de Jésus’.
Furthermore, I will compare the aforementioned elements of each movement and their shared
function as cyclical endpoints.
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‘Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus’
The larger, formal structure of the first ‘Louange’ movement, or “Lounge 1”, features
Messiaen’s innovative “song-sentence” form. At the most basic level, song sentence form treats
the larger form of a movement like the formal parts of a sentence. It consists of three sections:
the theme (antecedent and consequent), middle period (inflected toward the dominant), and the
final period.270 The first section in song-sentence form presents the primary theme in two parts,
the antecedent and consequent. Much like the parts of a sentence, the two parts of the theme
form symmetrical wings that fit together as a whole. In the case of ‘Lounge 1’, the antecedent of
the theme spans the opening 6 measures of the movement. In measure 7, Messiaen repeats the
antecedent theme, extending it by one measure. Figure 83 demonstrates the antecedent in
‘Louange 1’.

Figure 83. Antecedent of primary theme in ‘Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus’
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The consequent part of the theme constitutes the second half of the song-sentence. In
‘Louange 1’, the consequent begins in measure 13. It features the same six-measure structure as
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the antecedent, containing the same thematic material with a different melodic decent. See
Figure 84 for the consequent half of the song-sentence

Figure 84. Consequent of the primary theme in ‘Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus’
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The middle period of song-sentence form combines parts of the exposition and development
from Sonata Form. It presents a clear inflection toward the dominant key area. ‘Louange 1’
relies more heavily on traditional Western notions of harmony than the rest of the quartet
(excluding ‘Louange 2’). Though it remains largely in mode 2 (and sometimes mode 3), it very
clearly tonicizes E major. Better put, “it is as if the single tonality of E major is held in the
‘atmosphere’ of several modalities, rather than vice versa.”273 Thus, the middle period of
‘Louange 1’ gravitates toward B major, the dominant of E major. Furthermore, the middle period
divides into three “periods” that develop the primary thematic material of the movement. The
first period overlaps with the consequent of the song-sentence. The remaining periods, measures
19-26, continue to develop the primary theme. The third period closes with an intense crescendo
in measure 26. As the crescendo nears its peak, the harmony shifts away from B major,
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emphasizing a C-E-G# augmented triad for the last three beats of the measure. In measure 27, the
tension suddenly releases with a subito triple piano and a return to E major. This marks the final
period of song-sentence form. The final period finishes the movement, remaining in the tonal
vicinity of E major. After the apex of the final period in measures 30-31, the dynamics begin a
final five measure diminuendo to quadruple piano. The closing two measures end with the cello
in its highest range, fading away on a sustained E.
Aside from the gravitation toward E major in ‘Louange 1’, Paul Griffiths notes the emphasis
of the pentatonic in the main cello melody. He argues that the pentatonic melodies, in
combination with a tempo marking of sixteenth note equals 44, gives the impression of stasis
while continuing to move forward in time.274 Though ‘Lounge 1’ features a certain temporal
directionality caused by the quasi- I V I structure of the movement, Griffiths argues that certain
chromatic “complications” to the pentatonic melody produce the opposite effect.275 As the
melody trips and stumbles over these “chromatic complications”, it appears to slow down.
Furthermore, the harmonic structure of the piece does not really emphasize the tension and
resolution of a traditional harmonic structure. It simply emphasizes E major and B major within
the scope of modes 2 and 3. In other words, “there is no real development, only the gradual
emergence of an immediate, simple idea (pentatonic scale) from chromatic hesitations that had
made it drag through time.”276 This lack of tonal directionality, coupled with the slow tempo,
creates a sense of ambiguity. Although the movement displays the most “traditional” form of
harmony in Quatour, it still lacks the temporality of large-scale tension-resolution. Thus, the

274

Griffiths, Olivier Messiaen and the Music of Time, loc. 1925 of 6148.
Ibid.
276
Ibid., loc. 1930-37 of 6148.
275

168

harmonic structure of the movement undermines time, symbolizing eternity through the lack of a
true resolution.
Finally, both ‘Lounge’ movements feature the slowest tempo markings in the entirety of
Quatour. Messiaen sets both movements at sixteenth note equals 44, with the primary melodic
lines featuring groups of eighth notes. In his article, ““The Pebble in the Water”: Messiaen,
Debussy and the Meaning of Rhythmic Contrast”, Timothy Cochran describes Messiaen’s slow
music as a metaphor for the eternal. He notes that the slow tempos provoke a sense of
deceleration, or even minimal movement.277 In the Thomistic doctrine of time and eternity, time
suggests a constant succession of movements. Thus, this “deceleration” and lack of successive
movement contrasts with the flow of time. Furthermore, Cochran cites Diane Luchese’s
description of Messiaen’s use of extremely slow tempos as a “sonic metaphor for the
immeasurability of eternity.”278 He goes on to describe this phenomenon as “a destruction of
pulse through the continual elongation of durational values.”279 In contrast to the slow tempos in
both ‘Lounge’ movements, the slow tempo in ‘Abîme’ indicates time through the elongation of
durational values. As previously discussed, the slow tempo in ‘Abîme’ (still much faster than the
‘Lounge’ movements) represents the drudgery of earthly time, in contrast to the livelier birdsong.
Thus, it seems Messiaen utilizes slow tempos as both an indication of time and eternity. I believe
the other musical elements of his musical language determine whether the slow tempo indicates
time or eternity. For example, the added value sixteenth notes in ‘Abîme’ maintain a sense of
motion in between other, longer durational values. In contrast, the slow tempo in ‘Louange 1 and
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2’ works in tandem with symmetrical melodic lines and non-directional harmonic elements. As a
whole, these elements portray the eternal, rather than time.
‘Louange à l’Immortalité de Jésus’
Where ‘Louange 1’ presents a quasi-theme and variations structure with song-sentence form,
‘Louange 2’ utilizes the similar, companion structure of “binary sentence” form. In a similar
“sentence” structure to song-sentence form, Messiaen defines binary sentence form as a series of
“binary and ternary sentences” that “alternate between theme and commentaries”. Commentaries
constitute a melodic development on the theme through the process of rhythmic, melodic, and
harmonic fragmentation and variation.280 In essence, binary sentence form appears as a
development on song-sentence form. It contains: a theme, first commentary (modulating and
inflected toward the dominant), theme, second commentary (concludes on the tonic).281 Like
song-sentence form, binary-sentence form also traces a quasi-I V I progression. The first theme
aligns with the antecedent and consequent of a song-sentence, and the commentaries and second
statement of the theme liken to the middle period and final period of song-sentence form.
The first six measures of ‘Louange 2’ consist of the theme and a repetition of the theme. This
mirrors the first six measures of ‘Louange 1’, where the first six measures also present the theme
(antecedent) and its repetition. Similar to ‘Louange 1’, ‘Louange 2’ presents the theme in mode
2, with an emphasis on E major. The opening phrase in ‘Louange 2’ is supported by a tonic, E
major triad with an added sixth. The first commentary arrives in measure seven. Messiaen
presents it in the form of a harmonic litany in beats two, three, and four. In measure 9, the
harmony shifts toward the dominant (B major). The first commentary ends in measure 15 on a
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dominant-quality chord with the tonic unresolved within it. Measures 16-21 mark the second
statement of the theme and its repetition in the tonic. The second commentary begins in measure
22, and continues until the end of the movement. Measures 22-27 repeat material from the first
commentary, now with a tonic inflection. In measure 28, the mood shifts, as the violin climbs
toward its highest notes. The violin soars to a double forte, high C in measure 29, before
descending in both pitch and dynamic. In measure 30, both instruments continue to decrease in
volume, as the violin turns around and begins its ascent back into the stratosphere. Finally, the
last two measures of the movement bring the violin to the height of its register. Messiaen
indicates a diminuendo to triple piano as the violin jumps up to a high E. As the violin sustains
its highest note (E), the piano prolongs the tonic harmony, moving through the tonic
transposition of mode 2.282 Both instruments eventually fade away into nothing. Wilfred Mellers
defines this movement as a final epilogue after the end of time; a final remark before the end. He
asserts that the final notes of the violin, in their high tessitura and quiet dynamic, completely
obliterate a sense of pulse or meter. Instead, the high E’s blend with eternity, ending the
movement (and the entire work) with ambiguity. Thus, this ethereal, prayer-like ending
transcends time as it moves on to the eternal plane. In these final moments, Messiaen depicts the
ascension of Christ to heaven, as he becomes one with eternity.
Like ‘Louange 1’, ‘Louange 2’ also features an extremely slow tempo. Messiaen marks
‘Louange 2’ at sixteenth note equals 36, even slower than ‘Louange 1’. In a sense, the slower
tempo of ‘Louange 2’ symbolizes an even greater shift from the temporal to the eternal.
Movement almost ceases, as the triplet figures in the melody meander along. Similarly, the
repeated rhythm in the piano part moves so slowly, it does not appear to move forward in time.
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Instead, the rhythms almost appear without succession. Thus, without completely losing
momentum and falling into stasis, the music continues forward, without direction. Furthermore,
just as the melodic elements of ‘Louange 1’ utilize elements of the pentatonic scale, so do the
melodic elements of ‘Louange 2’. The pentatonic elements continue throughout the movement,
with the same chromatic interruptions that characterize the melody in ‘Louange 1’. As ‘Louange
2’ nears its conclusion, Messiaen begins to systematically remove the non-pentatonic, chromatic
elements until the piano returns to the opening tonic chord with the added sixth. These final tonic
chords support the violin’s final high E into eternity. Paul Griffiths asserts that the use of the
pentatonic scale in both ‘Louange’ movements provides its own symbol of eternity. He points to
the age and origins of the scale as an indication of eternity, describing it as the “most ancient
musical system known to us and therefore arguably, on a human time-scale, eternal.”283
Moreover, he emphasizes the disruption of time through the lack of tension-resolution in both of
these movements. I believe that the lack of tension-resolution undermines time throughout the
entire quartet. Each movement lacks the true moments of harmonic tension and resolution that
characterize the concepts of “beginning” and “ending” in Western music. Because of this,
Quatour lacks a foothold in temporality. The vast array of tempos, dynamics, rhythmic,
harmonic, and melodic manipulations stretch the conventional bounds of musical time. The
musical language of Quatour does not halt or erase time; it changes, manipulates, and
undermines time in order to differentiate between the human time of Earth and the eternity of the
divine.
‘Louange 1 and 2’ display a commonality between the elements of tempo, dynamics, melody,
and harmony. Both movements portray eternity through extremely slow tempos combined with
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soft dynamics and meandering melodies. Similarly, they share the same harmonic language, both
relying on the E major emphasis of mode 2. Furthermore, both movements feature similar formal
elements that emphasize the tonic-dominant relationship and the development of melodic
material. Finally, both movements end ambiguously, with a final E in both the cello and violin’s
highest range. In light of all of these similarities, Paul Griffith’s theory seems plausible. One
could imagine Quatour ending with the final notes of ‘Louange 1’ or ‘Louange 2’. They both
provide a similar function to the work as a whole, and they both refer to the same symbol of
divine eternity.
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Part 4: Conclusions
Over the course of time, Quatour pour la fin du Temps has garnered an association with war,
captivity, and the end of the world. Originally, Messiaen denied any association between
Quatour and his wartime experiences. Instead, he emphasized the end of time as both the
abolition of musical and “human” time, in an attempt to portray the eternity of the Catholic
afterlife. However, a general lack of interest in the work from the public in the years after World
War II inspired Messiaen to alter his description of Quatour. In the latter half of the 20th century,
Messiaen began to market the quartet as a symbol of not only his experiences, but of the
Holocaust. He spoke about the quartet in relation to his wartime experiences in an attempt to
bolster the popularity of the work. As the world continued to move on, and the lens of time
altered a perception of the past, Messiaen’s original statements about the piece began to fade.
Instead, Quatour and its end of the world symbolism became a centerpiece for music of the
Holocaust and World War II. Leslie Sprout notes that the original intent and symbolism of
Quatour disappeared by the late 1990s, when a recording of chamber music performed at the
United States Holocaust Museum featured ‘Louange à l’Éternité de Jésus’ alongside works
written both in the concentration camps and by Holocaust survivors.284 Furthermore, Quatour
has been featured on both the Classical Public Radio Network and National Public Radio as part
of both imprisoned composers and Holocaust Remembrance concerts.285 Thus, Quatour became
a symbol of more than the end of time. It came to represent all those that suffered under German
persecution, including victims of the Holocaust.
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Although it is tempting to place Quatour in the context of the Holocaust and war, this
interpretation does not align with Messiaen’s original description of the work. In the immediate
years after the war, Messiaen stressed the deeper implications of time, eternity, and the divine in
Quatour. Moreover, he continuously defined the “end of time” as a reference to the end of
musical time. Even Messiaen’s vivid descriptions of the Angel of the Apocalypse and the end of
times did not intend to describe the end of the world. Instead, he meant to portray the end of
“human” time on Earth and the ascent into the eternity of the afterlife. Inspired largely by the
philosophies and doctrines of the Catholic Church, Messiaen felt a pull toward eternity and the
divine. Even as a child, he found inspiration in Christian symbolism and mysticism. As Messiaen
matured, he began to explore other religions and beliefs. In his days as a young music student, he
delighted in the magic, symbolism, and mysticism of classical Indian music. Additionally, he
found similarities between symbols in Hinduism and Christianity. As a result, Messiaen
incorporated elements of classical Indian music into his own compositions, in an attempt to draw
a connection between the symbolism in Hinduism and Christianity.
Furthermore, Messiaen’s philosophies on time, eternity, and God derive from the teachings of
St. Thomas Aquinas. In his work Summa Theologica, Aquinas differentiates between time and
eternity. He notes that time refers to successive movements, or durations, that feature a “before”
and “after”. The concept of time refers to the durations caused by these “movements”. In
contrast, eternity lacks the movement and points of duration inherent to time. It continues on
forever, without any notions of succession. Thus, eternity does not feature a “before” and “after”.
Instead, it moves cyclically, and without the notion of past, present, or future. In Summa
Theologica, St. Thomas goes on to discuss humans and the divine in terms of time and eternity.
He states that the divine does not experience moments of time. Instead, divinity implies a view of
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time as a whole, without succession. Thus, God cannot exist within the bounds of time.
Similarly, he notes that humans, or “corporeal beings”, cannot exist within eternity. Humans
experience the world through forward-driven, successive movements. As a result, we understand
time and space as a linear progression that features points of “before” and “after”, as well as the
past, present, and future. We cannot conceptualize these perceptions in a cyclical way. Thus,
humans cannot exist (in their earthly form) in the eternal realm. St. Thomas also notes that the
eternal cannot enter time, it can only brush up against it. This creates an instance of spiritual
significance, something Messiaen characterized as “dazzlement”. Messiaen’s studies of St.
Thomas inspired his philosophies on rhythm, harmony, and melody as a manifestation of time
and eternity in music. He asserts that traditional, Western musical techniques rely on the regular
and sequential movements of linear time. He aimed to break this tradition by undermining
musical time with his innovative musical language. Thus, Messiaen’s musical language attempts
to undermine musical time in order to illustrate the Thomistic differences between time and
eternity and humans and the divine.
First, Messiaen utilized a series of rhythmic manipulations that eliminated metricality and
regularity in his music. His added values and groups of rhythms in prime numbers off-set the
regular pulse, creating an ametric “limp” in the rhythm. As a result, the flow of time appears
disrupted. Furthermore, Messiaen often presented his rhythmic figures in prime number groups
of sixteenth or eighth notes. For example, the rhythmic figure of an eighth note-sixteenth noteeighth note contains five sixteenth note subdivisions. As a prime number, five cannot divide into
smaller units. Thus, a repeated sequence of these rhythms (also known as a rhythmic pedal)
moves independently from the other elements around it. Similarly, the prime number groups
facilitate a break with metricality. As the rhythms repeat, their position in relation to the bar line
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changes. This creates a break between the rhythmic pedal and the other harmonic, melodic, and
rhythmic elements. This feature of Messiaen’s music directly relates to the indivisibility of God.
Just as God is indivisible, so are prime numbers. Furthermore, the circular, ametric patterns that
result from the indivisibility of prime numbers exemplify the circular, non-successive nature of
eternity. Additionally, Messiaen’s non-retrogradable rhythms stand as one of his most powerful
images of eternity. Their bi-lateral, symmetrical structure provides both a visual and aural image
of circularity. They form one of the three pillars of the “charm of impossibilities”, as they appear
both limited and limitless at the same time. These rhythms contain small units of retrograde that
ultimately make them non-retrogradable. Additionally, Messiaen’s augmented and diminished
rhythms form the basis for his “symmetrical permutations”. Symmetrical permutations form
another pillar of the “charm of impossibilities”, with their limited number of permutations and
symmetrical patterns. Messiaen developed the process of symmetrical permutations in the latter
half of his career in works such as Chronochromie. His processes of rhythmic augmentation and
diminution bear a striking resemblance to the process of symmetrical permutation. In essence,
rhythmic augmentations and diminutions involve the addition or subtraction of durations to a
rhythmic pattern to either expand or contract the rhythmic cells. In his early works like Quatour,
these processes appear frequently. In some cases, he presents one or more permutations of a
sequence of augmentations and diminutions. These permutations present an early version of
symmetrical permutations. Finally, Messiaen’s symmetrical permutations, as well as his
rhythmic augmentations and diminutions, utilize added values to undermine the succession of
time. With the addition or subtraction of durations (rhythms, dots, etc.), Messiaen disrupts the
regular pulse. Furthermore, the constant expansion and diminution of the rhythms disrupts the
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psychological perception of time. As the rhythms contract and expand, time appears to speed up
and slow down, upsetting the forward-motion of time.
Next, Messiaen’s unique harmonic language undermines time through a lack of temporally
directed tension-resolution and depicts the eternal through a vast array of harmonic and timbral
colorizations. His modes of limited transpositions stand as the final pillar of the “charm of
impossibilities”, with their limited number of transpositions and symmetrical structure.
Moreover, each of his modes and their transpositions drifts through a series of tonalities, without
utilizing polytonality. As a result, the modes of limited transposition can both tonicize one or
more keys or remain tonally ambiguous within a single piece of music. Without a clear tonal
center, the music lacks the traditional Western formal elements of long-term tension-resolution.
Where Western form and analysis relies on structural tension and resolution to track the
progression of a piece of music, Messiaen’s harmonic language does not. Instead, he avoids the
use of long-term harmonic structures and relies on harmony to colorize and tint his melodic
materials. Furthermore, due to a condition known as synesthesia, Messiaen could visualize
specific colors and color combinations with individual sonorities. As a result, each of his modes
and their transpositions featured an extremely vivid collection of colors. For the most part, each
mode or transposition of a mode features a dominant color and its complimentary colors. Thus,
Messiaen utilized modes and their transpositions as a way to evoke sound-color combinations.
This same principle applies to other elements of his harmonic language, such as his special
chords. These chords and their inversions each contain different sets of timbral colors. Similarly,
many of his special chords directly relate to different modes of limited transpositions, such as the
chord of resonance. It appears often in the presence of mode 3, adding another layer of soundcolor combinations. Messiaen often superposed different modes and chords in order to depict an
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infinitely vast array of sound-color combinations. He described this intense spectrum of color as
a form of dazzlement that he likened to the array of color in a stained-glass window. For
Messiaen, dazzlement insinuates a moment of spiritual intensity, where the realms of time and
eternity interact. Examples of dazzlement occur in parts of Messiaen’s music that deal with
appearances of the divine on Earth, such as Angels or Jesus the man.
Finally, Messiaen’s melodic material, most notably his birdsong, provides another layer of
symmetry in his music. Messiaen spent a great deal of time listening to and recording birds from
all over the world. He painstakingly catalogued their songs, attempting to transcribe them as
exactly as possible. Because of this, his birdsong transcriptions present examples of some of the
most precise and intricate birdsong motives in music. Messiaen realized that birds have the
ability to sing in fast, high, microtonal strophes that reach beyond the capacity of musical
instruments or the human voice. As a result, he altered the intervallic relationships, register, and
speed of his birdsongs to match the capacity of the instruments he transcribed them for. Though
Messiaen worked to maintain accuracy and authenticity in his birdsongs, he did manipulate
strophes of birdsong to fit his symbolic needs. For Messiaen, birds represent the divine in nature.
Furthermore, they stand as symbols of freedom, soaring above the earthly plain, in between time
and eternity. Because of this, Messiaen arranged his birdsong strophes to incorporate elements of
symmetry. From the relationship of pitches in the melodic contours to the larger, formal
structures, symmetry saturates Messiaen’s birdsong.
All of these elements of Messiaen’s musical language prove integral to understanding the
“end of time” presented in Quatour. Each movement incorporates Messiaen’s rhythmic,
harmonic, and melodic innovations that undermine time. As a result, the work transcends the
bounds of time, reaching into the eternal. Each movement provides a different image of time and
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eternity. Beginning with ‘Liturgie de cristal’, Messiaen reinforces the circularity of eternity in
the piano and cello cycles. Similarly, the improvisatory birdsongs of the violin and clarinet
provide another layer of symmetry. The second and seventh movements, ‘Vocalise pour l’Ange
qui annoce la fin du Temps’ and ‘Fouillis d’arcs-en-ciel, pour l’Ange qui annoce la fin du
Temps”, exemplify Messiaen’s use of timbral color to portray the dazzlement of the Angel on
Earth. Similarly, these movements rely heavily on other elements of Messiaen’s harmonic
language, such as chords on the dominant, chords of fourths, and chords of resonance. When
combined, these chords present Messiaen’s famous “blue-orange” chords. ‘Abîme des oiseaux’
pays homage to the birdsong in ‘Liturgie’, depicting the timelessness and freedom of eternity.
The long durations, slow tempo, and intense dynamic contrast in the abyss sections elongate
time. Messiaen peppers these sections with added value sixteenth notes that keep time stumbling
and tripping through the abyss. ‘Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes” features bursts of
non-retrogradable rhythms played in a terrifying, cacophonous unison by all four instruments.
Furthermore, it features one of the most compelling examples of a sequence of rhythmic
augmentations and diminutions and its permutation. Finally, the two ‘Louange’ movements
transition Quatour out of the realm of time and into eternity. Messiaen connects these two
movements through tempo, texture, dynamic, thematic material, harmony, and form. Both
movements evoke the eternal through minimal rhythmic movement, slow tempos, and harmonic
color. As both movements reach their conclusions, they evaporate into space, ending on a note of
ambiguity.
Thus, Olivier Messiaen’s Quatour pour la fin du Temps explores the end of time as both an
end to musical time and an end to time on Earth. It sheds the restrictions of metricality,
directionality, and regularity to portray the Catholic notions of eternity, time, and God, set forth
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by St. Thomas Aquinas. Furthermore, Messiaen utilizes the rhythmic, harmonic, and melodic
elements of his musical language to paint a colorful, vivid, sound-color picture of the eventual
end of all time and the final destination of eternity. Quatour does not feature the end of time as a
negative, apocalyptic scene. Instead, it takes the audience and performers through a series of
scenes that lead to the gentle, soft melding of time and eternity.

181

Bibliography
1. Kraft, David. Birdsong in the Music of Olivier Messiaen. London: Arosa Press, 2013.
2. Johnson, Robert Sherlaw. Messiaen. Berkeley and Los Angles: University of California
Press, 1975.
3. ____________________. “Birdsong.” In The Messiaen Companion, edited by Peter Hill,
loc. 3608-3846 of 9770. London: Faber and Faber, 2011. Kindle.
4. ____________________. “Rhythmic Technique and Symbolism in the Music of Olivier
Messiaen.” In Messiaen’s Language of Mystical Love, edited by Siglind Bruhn, loc. 2555-2886
of 5363. New York, London: Routledge, 2012.
5. Sprout, Leslie A. The Musical Legacy of Wartime France. Berkeley, Los Angeles,
London: University of California Press, 2013.
6. Rischin, Rebecca. For the End of Time: The Story of the Messiaen Quartet. Ithaca, New
York: Cornell University Press, 2003.
7. Popel, Anthony. Messiaen: Quatour pour la fi du Temps. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998.
8. _____________. “Messiaen’s Musical Language: An Introduction.” In The Messiaen
Companion, edited by Peter Hill, loc. 300-779 of 9770. London: Faber and Faber, 2011. Kindle.
9. Griffiths, Paul. Olivier Messiaen and the Music of Time. London: Faber and Faber, 2012.
Kindle.
10. Griffiths, Paul. "Messiaen, Olivier." Grove Music Online. 2001; Accessed 19 Feb. 2020.
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/
omo-9781561592630-e-0000018497.

182

11. Hayes, Malcom. “Instrumental, Orchestral and Choral Works to 1948.” In The Messiaen
Companion, edited by Peter Hill, loc. 2237-2813 of 9770. London: Faber and Faber, 2011.
Kindle.
12. Mellers, Wilfrid. “Mysticism and Theology.” In The Messiaen Companion, edited by
Peter Hill, loc. 3144-3380 of 9770. London: Faber and Faber, 2011. Kindle.
13. Matheson, Iain G. “The End of Time: a Biblical Theme in Messiaen’s Quatour.” In The
Messiaen Companion, edited by Peter Hill, loc. 3383-3594 of 9770. London: Faber and Faber,
2011.
14. Aquinas, St. Thomas. Summa Theologica. Translated by Fathers of the English
Dominican Province. Coyote Canyon Press.
15. Messiaen, Olivier. Quatour pour la fin du Temps. Paris, France: Durand, 1942.
16. ______________. The Technique of My Musical Language. Vol.1, translated by John
Satterfield. Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 1956.
17. ______________. Technique de mon language musical. Vol 2. Paris: Alphones Leduc,
1956.
18. Messiaen, Olivier, and Melody Baggech. 1998. An English translation of Olivier
Messiaen's Traité de rythme, de couleur, et d'ornithologie. Baggech's Thesis (D.M.A.)-University of Oklahoma, 1998.
19. Olivier Messiaen: The Music of Faith. 1984. Accessed February 13, 2020.
https://fod.infobase.com/PortalPlaylists.aspx?wID=103034&xtid=10323.
20. Samuel, Claude. Olivier Messiaen: Entretien avec Claude Samuel. Interview by Claude
Samuel. Paris: Erato-Disques, 1988.

183

21. ____________. Olivier Messiaen Music and Color: Conversations with Claude Samuel.
Edited by Reinhard G. Pauly. Translated by E. Thomas Glasow. Portland, OR: Amadeus Press,
1986.
22. Cheong Wai-Ling. "Messiaen's Chord Tables: Ordering the Disordered." Tempo 57, no.
226 (2003): 2-10. Accessed February 19, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/3878858.
23. _______________. "Neumes and Greek Rhythms: The Breakthrough in Messiaen's
Birdsong." Acta Musicologica 80, no. 1 (2008): 1-32. Accessed February 19, 2020.
www.jstor.org/stable/27793350.
24. _______________. "Rediscovering Messiaen's Invented Chords." Acta Musicologica 75,
no. 1 (2003): 85-105. Accessed February 19, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/25071211.
25. Šimundža, Mirjana. "Messiaen's Rhythmical Organisation and Classical Indian Theory of
Rhythm (I)." International Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 18, no. 1 (1987):
117-44. Accessed February 19, 2020. doi:10.2307/836909.
26. Bernard, Jonathan W. "Messiaen's Synesthesia: The Correspondence between Color and
Sound Structure in His Music." Music Perception: An Interdisciplinary Journal 4, no. 1 (1986):
41-68. Accessed February 19, 2020. doi:10.2307/40285351.
27. Cochran, Timothy B. "“The Pebble in the Water”: Messiaen, Debussy and the Meaning
of Rhythmic Contrast." The Journal of Musicology 31, no. 4 (2014): 503-40. Accessed February
19, 2020. doi:10.1525/jm.2014.31.4.503.
28. Fulcher, Jane F. "The Politics of Transcendence: Ideology in the Music of Messiaen in
the 1930s." The Musical Quarterly 86, no. 3 (2002): 449-71. Accessed February 19, 2020.
www.jstor.org/stable/3600897.

184

29. Morris, David. "A Semiotic Investigation of Messiaen's 'Abîme Des Oiseaux'." Music
Analysis 8, no. 1/2 (1989): 125-58. Accessed February 19, 2020. doi:10.2307/854328.
30. Fallon, Robert. "Birds, Beasts, and Bombs in Messiaen's Cold War Mass." The Journal of
Musicology 26, no. 2 (2009): 175-204. Accessed February 19, 2020.
doi:10.1525/jm.2009.26.2.175.
31. Street, Donald. "The Modes of Limited Transposition." The Musical Times 117, no. 1604
(1976): 819-23. Accessed February 19, 2020. doi:10.2307/960176.
32. Schultz, Rob. "Melodic Contour and Non-retrogradable Structure in the Birdsong of
Olivier Messiaen." Music Theory Spectrum 30, no. 1 (2008): 89-137. Accessed February 19,
2020. doi:10.1525/mts.2008.30.1.89.
33. Neidhöfer, Christoph. "A Theory of Harmony and Voice Leading for the Music of
Olivier Messiaen." Music Theory Spectrum 27, no. 1 (2005): 1-34. Accessed February 19, 2020.
doi:10.1525/mts.2005.27.1.1.
34. Greene, David. “Open Completeness: Messiaen’s Quartet for the End of Time.” Religion
and the Arts, vol. 17, no. 5. Jan. 2013, pp. 523-544. EBSCOhost,
search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rih&AN=A792276&site=ehost-live.
35. Kim, Namji. "Symbols of Faith in Music: Siglind Bruhn’s Analysis of Olivier Messiaen’s
Music." Religion and the Arts 16, no. 1-2 (2012): 122-34.
36. Bruhn, Siglind. "Traces of a Thomistic De Musica in the Compositions of Olivier
Messiaen." Logos: A Journal of Catholic Thought and Culture 11, no. 4 (2008): 16-56.
37. Pickstock, Catherine. "Messiaen and Deleuze: The Musico-theological Critique of
Modernism and Postmodernism." Theory, Culture & Society 25, no. 7-8 (2008): 173-99.

185

38. Schiff, David. “Music for the End of Time.” Nation 282, no. 6 (February 13, 2006): 25–
29 http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mah&AN=19509147&site=ehostlive.
39. Rodgers, Ben. “Olivier Messiaen: Explorations in Colour and Time.” Musical Opinion
135, no. 1490 (September 2012): 14–16.
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mah&AN=79570755&site=ehost-live.
40. Maconie, Robin. “Messiaen: Confessions.” Musical Times 160, no. 1948 (September
2019): 3–31.
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mah&AN=138492773&site=ehost-live.
41. Van Maas, Sander. "Messiaen, Deleuze, and the Birds of Proclamation." In Speaking of
Music: Addressing the Sonorous, 169-85. Fordham University Press, 2013.
42. Darbyshire, Ian. “Messiaen and the Representation of the Theological Illusion of Time.”
In Messiaen’s Language of Mystical Love, edited by Siglind Bruhn, loc. 706-1162 of 5363. New
York, London: Routledge, 2012.
43. Fabbi, Roberto. “Theological Implications of Restrictions in Messiaen’s Compositional
Processes.” In Messiaen’s Language of Mystical Love, edited by Siglind Bruhn, loc. 1172-1912
of 5363. New York, London: Routledge, 2012.
44. Wu, Jean Marie. “Mystical Symbols of Faith: Olivier Messiaen’s Charm of
Impossibilities.” In Messiaen’s Language of Mystical Love, edited by Siglind Bruhn, loc. 19142544 of 5363. New York, London: Routledge, 2012.
45. Shenton, Andrew. “Observations in Time in Olivier Messiaen’s Traité.” In Olivier
Messiaen: Music, Art and Literature, edited by Christopher Dingle and Nigel Simeone, loc.
3705-4020 of 6916. New York: Ashgate Publishing, 2007.

186

Curriculum Vitae
Sarra Hey-Folick, DMA
sarrahey@gmail.com
Education
University of California, Los Angeles
Bachelor of Arts in Music Performance
Bachelor of Arts in Political Science
2009-2013
California State University, Long Beach
Masters of Music in Clarinet Performance
2013-2015
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
Doctorate of Musical Arts in Clarinet Performance
2017- May 2020
Awards and Scholarships
Herb Alpert School of Music Scholarship
Phi Beta Kappa Honors Society
Phi Kappa Phi Honors Society
Pi Kappa Lambda Honors Society
Gluck Foundation Scholarship
Marc Rubinn Memorial Scholarship
Full Graduate Assistantship, University of Nevada, Las Vegas

2009-2010
2013
2015
2015
2010-2013
2013
2017-2020

Teaching Experience
General Teaching Experience
Principle Woodwind Coach and Chamber Music Director
Duties include teaching private lessons, coaching small chamber ensembles, coaching
marching band sectionals, and working alongside music director in large ensemble rehearsals
Canyon Country High School
2015-2017
Clarinet Section Coach
Duties include coaching the clarinet choir, teaching private lessons, and running sectionals
Edison High School
2015-2016
Clarinet Coach and Chamber Music Coach
187

Duties include private lessons, coaching woodwind sectionals, and assisting in large ensemble
rehearsals
San Marino High School
2016-2017
University Teaching Experience
Graduate Teaching Assistant
California State University, Long Beach
Classes:
The History of Music and Film
Duties include grading and holding office hours
2013-2015
Graduate Teaching Assistant
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
Classes:
MUS 121 Music Appreciation
Duties include preparing curriculum and lecture materials, teaching (in person and online)
multiple classes per week of 30+ students, holding office hours, (in person and online)
creating assignments, creating an online platform for the course, grading, and finalizing
grades.
MUS 125 History of Rock
Duties include grading weekly assignments and projects.
Private Studio Teaching
Duties include holding hour-long, weekly lessons with individual clarinet students of various
skill levels, adapting teaching techniques to individual students, preparing students for
ensemble auditions, studio class, and studio recitals, and their future career goals, and
finalizing grades.
2017-2020
Orchestral Experience
UCLA Philharomonia, Los Angeles, CA
• Eb Clarinet
• 2nd Clarinet

2009-2012

Olympia Youth Orchestra, Los Angeles, CA
• Principle Clarinet (Guest Artist)
• Eb Clarinet (Guest Artist)

2012-2013

Glendale Youth Orchestra, Los Angeles, CA
• Principle Clarinet (Guest Artist)

2013-2014

Bob Cole Conservatory Symphony Orchestra, Long Beach, CA
• Principle Clarinet
2014-2015
188

UNLV Symphony Orchestra, Las Vegas, NV
• Principle Clarinet
2017-2019
Solo Performances
Junior Recital, UCLA, Los Angeles, CA
November 2011
Senior Recital, UCLA, Los Angeles, CA
March 2013
Master’s Recital, Bob Cole Conservatory, Long Beach, CA
May 2014
Master’s Recital, Bob Cole Conservatory, Long Beach, CA
April 2015
DMA Recital, University of Nevada, Las Vegas
November 2018
DMA Recital, University of Nevada, Las Vegas
May 2018
DMA Recital, University of Nevada, Las Vegas
October 2019
DMA Lecture Recital, University of Nevada, Las Vegas
April 2020
Chamber Music Experience
Woodwind Chamber Class, UCLA, Los Angeles, CA
• Coaching by Gary Gray
Apple Hill Center for Chamber Music, New Hampshire
• Coaching by Deborah Pittman
Imani Winds Chamber Music Festival, The Julliard School, New York, New York
• Coaching by Mariam Adam, Toyin Spellman, Jeff Scott, Monica Ellis
Woodwind Chamber Music Class, Bob Cole Conservatory, Long Beach, CA
• Coaching by Dr. John Barcellona
University Wind Quintet, Bob Cole Conservatory, Long Beach, CA
• Coaching by Dr. John Barcellona and Helen Goode-Castro
• Scholarship Quintet, by audition only
• Duties include recitals and performances both on and off campus

189

Marina Wind Quintet
• A Long Beach based professional Wind Quintet
UNLV DMA Wind Quintet
• Coaching by Dr. Jennifer Grim, Dr. Stephen Caplan, and Bill Bernatis
• Scholarship Quintet
• Duties include outreach in local elementary, middle, and high schools and recitals and
performances on campus
Nextet Ensemble, Las Vegas, NV
• Duties include performance of compositions from the 20th and 21st century
• Premiers of new works
Los Angeles Clarinet Choir, Los Angeles, CA
• Professional chamber ensemble with performances in the Los Angeles Basin and at the
International Clarinet Association
Summer Festivals
Apple Hill Center for Chamber Music, New Hampshire
• Coaching by Deborah Pittman
Buffet Summer Clarinet Academy, University of North Florida, Jacksonville, FL
• Lessons with Daniel Gilbert, Stanley Drucker, Ixie Chen, Jonathan Gunn, Andre
Moisan
Imani Winds Chamber Music Festival
• Lessons with Mariam Adam
California Clarinet Clinic
• Lessons with Michele Zukovsky, Peter Wright, Dr. Julia Heinen, William Powell,
Alcides Rodriguez
Principle Teachers
• Dr. Marina Sturm
• Boris Allakhverdyan
• Helen Goode-Castro
• Gary Gray
• Dr. Deborah Pittman
• Michele Zukovsky

190

